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Five years ago Eden and Clay 
Larson’s baby was stolen and never 
found. Eden blamed herself, Clay 
lost himself in work. Their young 
and rocky marriage ended. Or so 
Eden thought. 

Now Eden’s moved to a new 
town. She’s found faith and is 
trying to rebuild her life. She’s 
even dating again—a sweet guy 
who plans to marry her someday. 
But then Clay arrives out of the 
blue and delivers shocking news: 
they’re still married. What’s more, 
_ Clay has been searching for Brianna 
all this time. And he believes he’s 
found her: their daughter is in 
Bluebird, Texas, at a youth ranch. 

To uncover the truth, Eden and 
Clay sign on as counselors at 
Bluebird Ranch. Working together, 
they rediscover their love for 
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For Alexa Coble 
My perfect angel 


SILVERWARE TINKLED IN THE DIMLY LIT DINING 
room of Twenty, an upscale restaurant lo- 
cated inside Charley Creek Inn, a classy 
boutique hotel. Eden Larson smiled over 
the top of her glass of water at Kent Hus- 
ton. He was so intelligent and kind. His 
blue eyes were filled with intent tonight, 
and she had known what he had planned 
from the moment he suggested this place 
for dinner. 

The piano player’s voice rose above the 
music as he sang “Waiting for a Girl Like 
You.” Kent had spoken that very phrase to — 
her often in the year they’d been dating. 
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“Warm enough?” he asked. 

“It's a perfect night.” 

“In every way,” he agreed. “I want to—” 

“Kent.” She reached across the linen 
tablecloth and took his hand. “I need to tell 
you something.” 

Before he asked her to marry him, he 
needed to know what baggage she carried. 
She’d intended to tell him before now—long 
before. But every time she tried, the pain 
closed her throat. She wasn't ready to talk 
about it then, and maybe she wasn't ready 
now, but he deserved to know. 

Kent smiled. “Are you finally going to tell 
me what brought you to town? | don't re- 
ally care, Eden. I’m just thankful you're 
here. | love you.” 

She wetted her lips. It didn’t matter that 
he said he didn’t care. She owed it to him 
to tell him about her past and the demons 
that had driven her here to Wabash, Indi- 
ana. “Kent...” The sense of a presence 
behind her made her pause. 

“Eden,” a man said. 

Her heart seized in her chest. She’d 
recognize the deep timbre anywhere. It 
haunted her dreams and its accusing tones 
punctuated her nightmares. The deep vi- 
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brancy of that voice would impress any 
woman before she ever saw him. 

She turned slowly in her upholstered 
chair and stared up at Clay Larson, who 
stood under the crystal chandelier that was 
the centerpiece of the intimate dining room. 
“Clay.” 

How could he be here? He hadn't 
changed a bit. His hair was still just as dark 
and curly. His dark blue eyes were just as 
arresting. And her pulse galloped the way 
it had the first time she’d set eyes on him. 

“| need to talk to you,” he said, stepping 
toward her. “It’s important.” 

Oh, she should have told Kent before 
now. This was the wrong way for him to 
discover her past. He was beginning to 
frown as he glanced from her to Clay, 
whose broad shoulders and vibrant pres- 
ence loomed over their table. It was going 
to come out now. All of it. Her pretend life 
vanished into mist. What had made her 
think she could escape the past? 

“Who are you?” Kent said. “And what 
right do you have to interrupt a private con- 
versation?” 

“The right of a husband,” Clay said, his — 
gaze holding her. 
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“Ex-husband,” she managed to say past 
the tightness of her throat. 

“No, Eden. Husband.” He held up a 
sheaf of papers in his right hand. 

“What are those?” 

“| never signed the divorce papers,” he 
said quietly, just to her. “You're still mar- 
ried to me.” 

She heard Kent gasp in the silence as 
the song in the background came to an 
end. “That’s impossible.” She stared at 
Clay, unable to take in what he’d said. “We 
were divorced over five years ago.” 

“You sent the papers over five years ago,” 
he corrected. “I just never signed them.” 

She stared at the blank signature line 
he showed her. Why had she never fol- 
lowed up? Because she’d been too busy 
running. “Why not?” 

He shook his head. “I had my reasons. 
Right now, there’s something more impor- 
tant to discuss.” 

“What could be more important?” she 
asked. Fingers clutched her arm and she 
turned her head and stared into Kent’s 
face. “I...I’m so sorry, Kent. | was just 
about to tell you.” | 

“Tell me that you’re married?” Kent’s 
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eyes held confusion and hurt. “I don’t un- 
derstand.” 

She shook her head. “I’m divorced. Or 
at least | thought | was. | haven’t seen 
Clay in five years.” 

Kent’s frown smoothed out. “I think 
you'd better leave,” he said to Clay. He 
scooted back in his chair. 

She laid a hand on his arm. “Let me 
handle this,” she said. Anger was begin- 
ning to replace her stupor and shock. 
“Why are you here, Clay?” 

“Would you like to step outside so we 
can continue this in private?” Clay asked, 
glancing around the room. 

Heat flamed in her cheeks when she 
saw the interested stares from the two 
nearby tables. “Uust go away. We can talk 
tomorrow.” 

His firm lips flattened but he stayed 
where he was. “I’ve found Brianna, Eden. 
She’s alive.” 

She struggled to breathe. She searched 
his face for the hint of a lie but saw only 
implacable certainty. She shook her head. 
“That’s impossible. She’s dead.” 

Beside her Kent jerked, his eyes wide. | 
She half rose. 
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“| never believed it,” Clay said. “Her body 
was never found so | kept looking. She’s 
alive, Eden.” 

She studied his expression. He returned 
her stare. His face was full of conviction, 
and she felt a tiny flutter that might be 
hope begin to stir. “You’re serious?” 

“Il know she’s alive. | can’t retrieve her 
alone. | need you to come with me.” 

“How do you know these things? | don't 
understand anything.” 

“lll explain all of it. But come with me 
now.” 

She wanted to believe him, but it was 
impossible. Had his grief made him delu- 
sional? Clay was the most logical, practi- 
cal man she'd ever met. But what he was 
saying couldn't be true. 

“| need to talk to Kent first,” she said. 

“lll wait outside your apartment.” 

“How do you know where | live?” 

“| know everything about you. | always 
have.” He strode away through a gauntlet 
of interested stares. 

She tore her gaze from Clay’s broad 
back and directed her attention to Kent. 
There would be no tender proposal now. 
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She hated the hurt in his eyes, hated that 
she'd put it there. 

When she reached across the table to 
him, at least he didn’t flinch away. His fin- 
gers gripped hers in the same confident 
way that had first attracted her. “I’m so 
sorry, Kent.” 

“You want to tell me about it?” 

She didn’t want to but she had to. “Clay 
and | didn’t really know one another very 
well when we married. We met in Hawaii. 
He was on leave from the air force. He’s a 
photojournalist. Our . . . our fling on vaca- 
tion resulted in an unexpected blessing.” 

His brows lifted. “You got pregnant?” 

“Yes. Clay wanted to do the right thing. 
And | wanted to provide the best upbring- 
ing for Brianna. | was in love with my 
daughter the first moment | laid eyes on 
her.” Her eyes misted at the memory. “She 
was beautiful.” 

“lll bet she was,” Kent said, his voice 
soft. “She died?” 

Eden nodded. “A kidnapping attempt 
that went wrong.” Oh, she didn’t want to 
talk about it. It hurt too much. Pain radi- — 
ated from her chest to her throat. She 
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swallowed hard. “Our marriage was all about 
her, not us. | ran away, unable to deal with 
his pain and my own.” She managed a 
smile. “But | ended up here in Wabash, 
where | found Christ. And you. At least 
something good came of it.” 

They’d met at New Life, and she knew 
Kent understood the way her life had 
changed. He’d become a Christian a few 
weeks before they met. 

Kent’s eyes were troubled. “But now 
he’s saying Brianna is alive.” 

She furrowed her brow. “I can’t believe 
that’s true.” 

Kent’s expression grew calm. “Don't 
you think you'd better find out? If there’s 
even a chance, you have to go with him.” 

she studied his dear face. While theirs 
had been no grand passion, they had a 
special relationship based on mutual re- 
spect, faith, and fondness. She’d had ev- 
ery intention of accepting his proposal 
when it came. His stability attracted her at 
the deepest level. 

She pushed back her chair on the plush 
carpet. “You're right. Pray for me?” 

“You know | will.” He stood and walked 
her to the door, where he paused. “And if 
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you come back to Wabash, we’ll see what 
God has for us then. | think we both want 
his will.” 

She lifted her face for him to brush his 
lips across her cheek. “You’re a good man, 
Kent Huston.” 

A slight smile tugged his lips upward. 
“Let me know what happens, okay?” 

“| will.” She left him at the restaurant 
and walked across the hotel lobby to the 
front doors. 

Her cell phone rang before she reached 
the exit. She glanced at the caller ID. Dan- 
iel, her foster brother. He’d been in a snit 
ever since she told him she intended to 
accept Kent’s proposal, and he hadn't an- 
swered any of her phone calls since. Well, 
he could wait himself now. Clay’s revela- 
tion was too important to interrupt. 

Through the glass door she saw Clay 
standing outside under the old-fashioned 
streetlight. He was staring at the marquee 
above the old Eagles Theater. 

A forgotten emotion tugged at her heart. 
Memories vied for possession of her mind, 
but she pushed them away and stepped 
outside. Brianna couldn't be alive. Could | 
she? 
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AK 
Clay stood outside the hotel on the brick 
sidewalk. Eden’s apartment was just down 
the block, so he had time to admire this 
pretty town where she had ended up. 
Victorian-era buildings lined the down- 
town. Many had been renovated, even the 
old theater. The historic hotel that housed 
the restaurant also had a chocolate shop 
and other specialty stores. Too bad he 
wouldn't be here long enough to explore. 

This was hardly Eden’s type of place. 
He’d thought she would have fled to a big 
city where she could hide herself in the 
masses. She liked bright lights and nice 
clothes. At least she hadn't known he was 
a Larson when they first met. His family 
money had nothing to do with their instant 
attraction that day on the beach. 

He reached into his pocket and his fin- 
gers touched smooth ceramic. He rolled 
the necklace around until his fingertips 
could trace the raised figure of a mother 
with a child. Clay had given the pendant to 
Eden when they married, and she had left 
it behind when she left him. An impulse 
had made him grab it today. Now that they 
knew Brianna was alive, maybe it wouldn’t 
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be as painful for her to wear again. She’d 
loved it once, a symbol of the family unit 
they wanted to build. Because the jewelry 
was from Colombia, it was a bridge be- 
tween his two lives. 

He heard a sound and turned to see 
Eden step through Charley Creek Inn’s 
double glass doors. She wore a short skirt 
with heels and a rust-colored V-neck top 
that showed off her curves and made her 
auburn hair glimmer in the streetlight. The 
sleek glossy locks emphasized her high 
cheekbones and large turquoise eyes. 
She stared at him with a million questions 
in her expression. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

“I’m ready for some answers.” 

“Let’s go to your place. You'll need to 
pack anyway.” He fell into step beside her. 

She stiffened but said nothing as they 
crossed with the light at Miami Street. He 
opened the double doors of her building 
and they entered a foyer dominated by a 
six-foot-wide staircase. Entering the place 
was like stepping back into the late eigh- 
teen hundreds. 

“Nice,” he said. 

“I’m on the second floor.” She led him 
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to her apartment. The living room was 
spacious with gray-green walls and com- 
fortable furniture. “I need coffee,” she 
said. 

He followed her into the kitchen and 
watched her measure water and coffee 
into her Cuisinart. When the aroma of cof- 
fee filled the kitchen, she leaned against 
the counter. “Tell me what you know about 
Brianna.” 

She seemed not to have considered that 
Clay might lie, which warmed him. He’d 
forgotten how beautiful she was, how she 
stirred his senses and made him forget 
everything but her. 

Clay cleared his throat. “When her body 
was never found, | couldn’t believe that 
she was dead. | hoped maybe someone 
had rescued her. | scoured orphanages, 
checked foster-care places in all the sur- 
rounding states, followed every lead. The 
trail went dead for over four years. Then | 
got this.” He pulled the picture from his 
pocket and held it out to her. 

Eden took it and held it under the wash 
of light. “Five little girls.” 

He’d studied it over and over. A row of 
little girls, all about five. In the background 
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was a ranch, and a sign beside them read 
Bluebird Ranch, Bluebird Crossing, Texas. 
“Look at the back.” 

She flipped it over. Her eyes widened as 
she read it aloud. ““Your daughter misses 
you. You'd better hurry if you want to see 
her.’” The color drained from her face, and 
she continued to study the picture. “What 
is this place?” she whispered. 

“It's for kids in the foster-care system. 
They seem to do a good job with helping 
children.” 

Her eyes were pained. “She’s been in 
foster care?” 

“At least she’s alive, Angel.” 

“I’m no angel, b-but maybe God has 
sent an angel to look over our daughter?” 
Her voice was breathless, just beginning 
to hold a tinge of hope. 

He’d called her Angel the first time he 
met her in Hawaii. She’d thought it funny 
at the time. He’d been utterly serious. Her 
love had seemed so pure, so uplifting. 
Surely she was an ambassador of God to 
him. “I believe God has done just that.” 

She stared at him. “You’re a believer 
now too?” | 

She’d become a Christian since he’d 
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seen her last. That had been a constant 
worry for him. He nodded. 

She stared at him. “ls it possible?” Her 
voice trembled and her gaze wandered 
back to the photo. “Where did you get this 
picture? How do you know it’s not some- 
one playing a nasty trick?” 

He’d hoped she wouldn't ask. “I don’t. 
Not for sure. It came in the mail, post- 
marked from El Paso. | took it to the police 
and they dismissed it as a joke. They never 
even discovered the name of the kidnap- 
per, so | didn’t expect them to have any 
leads. But look at the girls, Eden.” He 
watched her study the picture again. 
“Something in my gut says she’s there. 
Can we afford to ignore the possibility?” 

“Who would send this?” 

“| always thought the kidnapper who 
drowned had an accomplice. Maybe the 
partner sent it.” 

“Why? To taunt us? And why now?” 

There was too much he didn’t know. He 
couldn't let her see any weakness in him 
though, or she might not come. And he 
needed her. “| don’t Know the answer to 
those questions. Maybe it’s a trap. It could 
be dangerous.” He shrugged. “Maybe he 
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wants his money after all. But can we afford 
to ignore even a slim chance of finding her?” 

Eden’s head snapped toward him. “l 
can't quite take it all in,” she said. 

Her eyes held a yearning that clutched 
at his throat. He’d felt the same way. “I 
don't understand what is happening either. 
Or why he’s waited this long to get in touch 
again. But | have to go, and | need you to 
help me.” 

She stared back down at the picture. 
“Which one is she?” 

Eden’s beautiful face had haunted his 
dreams. He realized she was still waiting 
for an answer. “I don’t know. Did her hair 
turn your shade or mine? We don’t have 
any idea what color her eyes became. 
They were still blue when she was taken.” 

He knew the photograph by heart. There 
was a Cute little blonde with blue eyes. Be- 
side her sat a somber brunette with hazel 
eyes. The laughing one had auburn curls, a 
dimple, and green eyes. That was the one 
he was betting money on. A giggling girl 
with dark skin and large black eyes was 
next. The last one in the row of girls was a | 
towhead with brown eyes. He’d been a tow- 
head once, so she was a possibility too. 
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“| need to get a DNA sample from all the 
girls,” he added. “We have Brianna’s DNA 
on record.” 

“It will take ages to get the tests back,” 
Eden said. She stared at the picture again. 
“| want to know now.” She pushed the pho- 
tograph back at him. “I’m happy here. Con- 
tent. | don’t know that | believe it, Clay. It 
might be the kidnapper’s partner just try- 
ing to hurt us.” 

He had to make her see the truth. “You 
trusted me once, Eden. Can you put aside 
your doubts for a while and go with me on 
this?” 

She glanced at her hands. “My peace 
has been hard won. I’m afraid.” 

Her admission made his chest squeeze. 
All he’d wanted was to protect her and 
build a home with her. But they’d barely 
started getting to know each other when 
their daughter was taken. 

“lm afraid too. But | know she’s there. Still, 
let's say you're right—that someone's play- 
ing with us. This is the only shot we've got at 
finding out the truth. How can we ignore it?” 

Eden's lips flattened. She took the pic- 
ture again. “Where is this place?” She tapped 
a finger on the Bluebird sign. 
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“The ranch is near Big Bend National 
Park.” 

“ve never heard of it.” 

“It’s in West Texas.” He shrugged. 

she turned back to pour cream into their 
coffee. “Why do you need me?” 

“The ranch is looking for a married cou- 
ple to serve as counselors. We'd be work- 
ing directly with these girls.” 

She whirled back around to face him. 
“We'd be spending all our time with them?” 

He nodded. “You'll come? | can’t do it 
without you. They want a married couple.” 

He read the indecision in her eyes. Con- 
flicting emotions of hope and fear flashed 
through them. “Eden?” 

“All right. I'll come.” 

He closed his hand over her elbow and 
turned her toward the bedroom. “You need 
to pack. We'll be gone for several weeks 
at least. Maybe all summer.” 

She stopped and tugged her arm from 
his grasp. “What about my job?” 

“Quit. Or take a leave of absence.” If he 
had his way, she’d never come back here 
again. | 

She chewed on her lip. “I'll have to quit. 
They won't be able to get along without 
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me for the summer. Do you have the job 
description?” 

He nodded and dug the ad for the posi- 
tion out of his pocket, then handed it to 
her. “It’s our perfect opportunity to slip in 
and find out the truth.” 

“Why can’t we just go talk to these 
people—tell them what is going on?” 

“If we waltz in there as strangers, the 
people who run the camp aren't going to 
give us the time of day. Their main goal is 
to protect the children. For all they know, 
we could be some nutso couple looking to 
make off with a child or two.” 

She read the ad, then handed it back. 
“But what about the police? Won't they 
help us find the truth?” 

“They believe she’s dead. The fellow in 
charge of the case blew me off when | 
showed him the picture. Once we get down 
there and assess the law enforcement, we 
can see if the sheriff is likely to listen.” 

“| still have a million questions,” she said. 

He took her arm and propelled her to- 
ward her bedroom to pack. “Ask me on 
the way.” 


CLAY’s “COWBOY CADILLAC” ATE UP THE MILES 
between Wabash, Indiana, and Bluebird 
Crossing, Texas. The last time Eden had 
been in a truck was the day she left Clay. 
The odors of horse, grease, and man took 
her back five years to a place and time 
she'd worked hard to forget. 

She shifted as the memories tried to 
surface, staring out the window at the or- 
ange rocks and shimmering desert that 
went on for miles. They’d been on Inter- 
state 10 for hours and had seen only one | 
other vehicle. Sage and creosote bushes 
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grew as far as the eye could see. “How far 
to Bluebird Crossing?” 

“Almost there.” Clay’s voice was grav- 
elly. 
He hadn’t slept in nearly twenty-four 
hours. Eden had offered to drive several 
times, but he’d kept his size-12 boot to the 
accelerator, stopping only for gas, grab- 
bing food and bathroom breaks when they 
did. She’d hoped to find out more about 
his search for Brianna, but his first expla- 
nation had been the most complete. 

“Why would the kidnapper’s partner—if 
that’s who's really behind this—contact 
you after all these years?” she asked. “l 
wish we knew that part.” 

“If we knew that, we might know who 
they were. And why they’d done it. The 
police always believed they were illegal 
immigrants.” 

“None of it makes any sense.” 

“No,” he said, turning the wheel into a 
wide curve. “I always thought her kidnap- 
pers wanted revenge for that mission I’d 
been involved in down in Colombia. The 
money they demanded was the same 
amount that they claimed was stolen by 
the officers we got out of the compound.” 
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As a photojournalist in the military, Clay 
sometimes got involved in dangerous things. 
During her pregnancy, after they’d been 
married only two weeks, he was sucked 
into the rescue operation of two Americans 
held captive by drug lords. Eden suspected 
his part was much more intensive than he’d 
ever told her. 

“You've always said that, but the police 
found no evidence of it. And why would 
drug lords care about only ten grand?” 

“They found no evidence of much of 
anything,” he pointed out. “And | think want- 
ing the money back was an honor thing. At 
least that’s my theory. Besides, the money 
vanished from our SUV. Someone must 
have stolen it.” 

“There were kids hanging around watch- 
ing.” 

He shrugged. “I still think an accessory 
took the money while we were occupied. 
And now | don’t even believe Brianna was 
in that car that went under the water.” 

Without warning, images of the day 
they’d lost Brianna came flooding back. 
She’d been in her SUV that day, not Clay’s — 
truck. 

4K 
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THE SUV SURGED FORWARD WHEN SHE PRESSED 
hard on the accelerator. She strained to 
see through the rain sluicing down the 
windshield. Where was the river? Mois- 
ture gathered in her eyes and she blinked 
it away. Tears would solve nothing. 

“Not so fast!” Clay leaned forward in the 
passenger seat, peering through the down- 
pour. “I think the road turns any second. 
The pull-off by the riverbank is on the left.” 

Eden eased up on the pedal. “Do you 
really think they'll be here with Brianna?” 
Just saying her baby’s name made her 
throat close and her breasts ache. Twenty- 
four terrible hours had passed since she 
last held her six-week-old daughter. Her 
empty arms twitched with the need to cud- 
dle Brianna, who had given up her first 
smile the day before she was taken. 

“They'd better be there.” Her husband’s 
voice was grim. His gun, a big, scary black 
one, was on his lap as well as the briefcase 
holding the ransom money. He pointed. 
“There’s the turnoff.” 

She steered the vehicle onto the gravel 
path that led to the river. Her vision wa- 
vered again. Dratted rain. Opening her 
mouth to tell Clay she saw the rushing wa- 
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ter, she shut it when she saw the other 
vehicle ahead. Her foot tromped the ac- 
celerator to catch the speeding car before 
she realized she was doing it. The tires 
spun on the gravel, then caught purchase 
and propelled the big vehicle toward the 
Taurus. 

“Look out!” Clay yelled. 

Too late she realized she was going to 
ram the Taurus. Her SUV slammed into 
the car’s bumper, and it spun around as it 
slid down the embankment to the water. 
The sound of screeching metal filled her 
ears. The man behind the steering wheel 
had his mouth open in a scream she 
couldn't hear as her vehicle shoved the 
car into the swollen river. The Taurus hit 
the churning brown water and listed onto 
its side. 

Shoving open her door, she staggered 
to the edge of the river. “Brianna!” she 
shrieked into the wind. 

The driver pounded on the glass, his 
panicked face barely visible behind the 
window. His boot hit the pane and shat- 
tered it, and the man clambered through 
the opening. His head disappeared in the 
dirty foam. Eden started toward the water, 
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but Clay dragged her back, then dived 
into the muddy river. She could barely see 
through the rain. Wading into the water, 
she tried to paddle after him, but she 
wasn’t a strong swimmer, and the filthy 
water filled her throat and mouth. Her 
knees scraped gravel, and she came up 
gagging. She flung her wet hair out of her 
eyes. Where was Clay? 

She caught a glimpse of his dark head. 
He’d reached the car, but the current had it 
as well, and the door handle rolled away 
from him. He kicked after it, and her heart 
rose as she saw him wrench open the back 
door. Water gushed in. He disappeared in- 
side, and she watched with her heart 
pounding until he exited the rolling car. 

He was empty-handed. 


SOMETHING TOUCHED HER AND SHE JERKED 
back to the present. Stupidly, she stared 
at Clay’s big hand covering hers. The scar 
on his wrist was another stark reminder. 
He'd gotten it in the rescue attempt. She 
became aware that tears coursed down 
her cheeks, and she swiped her palm 
across her wet face. | 

The truck was stopped in a dirt drive. 
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His steady gaze held hers. “She didn’t die 
in that water, Eden. Don’t go there.” He 
leaned over and thumbed away a tear. 

She told herself not to react to the 
warmth of his hand or the gentleness of his 
touch. How did he know that’s what she 
was thinking about? She could have been 
crying about anything. “It was my fault,” 
she said. 

“It was an accident. It wasn’t your fault. 
It could have happened even if I'd been 
driving. But | wanted to be ready to play 
hero.” 

Her eyes burned and her vision blurred. 
The next thing she knew, she was sob- 
bing against his chest, her tears dampen- 
ing his shirt. His arms held her close, and 
he pressed a kiss against the top of her 
head. She’d forgotten how safe he always 
made her feel. 

She drew away. Her shiver had nothing 
to do with his touch. The air conditioner 
was just too cold, she told herself, until a 
long-forgotten passion swelled in her. She 
pressed against him, and his embrace 
tightened. Would losing her pain in his arms 
be so terrible? His blue eyes darkened 
when she lifted her face toward him. 
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He lowered his head, and she realized 
what was happening. She couldn't go there 
again, where passion instead of careful 
thought ruled. Shoving against his chest 
with both hands, she tore herself from his 
embrace. 

“’m sorry,” she said in a choked voice. 
“’m all right. It’s all a little overwhelming.” 

He gulped in a breath, then nodded and 
put the truck in drive. A few moments later 
he said, “We're here.” 

She leaned forward and drank in the 
two-story ranch house flanked by a big 
white barn. It had a hipped roof, and white 
paddocks stretched as far as she could 
see. She was surprised to notice a hangar 
that held a small plane. 

A stucco bunkhouse was behind the 
main building and a newer similar building 
beside it. She smiled as a child shrieked 
with laughter, and children were playing 
jump rope in the grass. Her heart re- 
bounded against her ribs. 

Brianna was one of them. But which 
one? 


ak : 
His gaze on the children, Clay slammed 
the truck door and stretched out his mus- 


LONESTAR ANGEL raid 


cles. He checked his impulse to go directly 
to the kids. 

Eden came around the other side of the 
truck. She chewed on her bottom lip as 
she watched the children. She looked out 
of place in her high heels and short skirt. 
But very cute. He tore his gaze from her 
shapely legs. 

Eden started toward them, and he caught 
her arm. “Not yet,” he warned. “We're just 
here about the job, remember? Smile, be 
professional. We have to get hired first.” 

“| wish we could just tell them about the 
situation.” 

“There’s no way they’d let us have ac- 
cess to the girls. Not without a court order. 
And the police aren't cooperating.” 

He turned her toward the wide porch at- 
tached to the front of the storybook farm- 
house. The white stone gleamed in the 
sunshine. The red door stood partly open 
past the screen. He could hear a woman’s 
voice on the other side but couldn't make 
out what she was saying. He put on a 
smile and rapped on the door. 

A pretty brunette came to the door with 
a welcoming tilt to her lips. “Good after- 
noon! You must be the Larsons. I’m Allie 
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Bailey.” She opened the screen. “Come 
on in and don’t mind the mess. We're still 
unpacking stuff. A group of older kids ar- 
rived this morning.” 

She led them down the hall, past suit- 
cases disgorging their contents of brightly 
colored shorts and T-shirts onto the gleam- 
ing wood floor. In the living room, a small 
boy of about three sat in the middle of the 
chaos, and a girl of about nine with dark 
curls handed him a cookie. 

“These are my two. Betsy and Matthew.” 
Allie lifted the little boy from the middle of 
the clothes. “Sit here if you’re eating a 
cookie,” she said, placing him at the coffee 
table. She smiled at Clay and Eden. “Have 
a seat.” 

Clay glanced around the space and 
found a chair by the window. The wind blew 
the scent of hay and manure through the 
screen. He wiped his brow. “Please ex- 
cuse our appearance. We drove all night 
to get here.” 

Allie’s eyes widened. “You came straight 
from Indiana?” 

“We didn’t want to miss this opportunity. 
This is my wife, Eden.” He saw Eden stiffen, 
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but she said nothing. “We love kids, and 
this position is right up our alley.” 

Allie gestured to the other chair, and 
Eden settled on it. “Your resumés were 
pretty persuasive. I’ve seen some of your 
photos, Clay, and you can parachute, hang 
glide, dive, and find your way in any ter- 
rain.” She laughed. “My husband, Rick, is 
eager to meet you. He used to be in the 
military himself and likes to talk about that 
kind of thing. Plus, we’d love to see you 
take the kids on some nature outings and 
teach them photography.” 

“Sounds great. Is Rick here?” Clay asked. 

She shook her head. “He'll be back 
shortly. He had to run into Bluebird Cross- 
ing for supplies. You realize these are 
small children, though? The hiking trails 
you will be taking them on are pretty tame 
compared to what you're used to.” 

He grinned, already liking the petite bru- 
nette. “I’m ready for some tame.” 

She glanced at Eden. “You're a nurse?” 

Eden nodded. “And I’m very organized. 
| look forward to the challenge and have a 
special place in my heart for foster kids. | 
was one myself.” 
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Allie’s blue eyes lightened in approval. 
“Some of these kids really need a woman 
with your compassion and experience. 
They’ve been in rough situations.” 

He exchanged a glance with Eden. Had 
their child been one in a tough situation? 
The thought shook him. 

Eden’s frozen face cracked into a com- 
miserating smile. Finally. Clay was begin- 
ning to think she’d turned to stone where 
she sat in the chair. And he couldn't blame 
her. He’d thrown a lot at her in the last day. 

“Tell me more about your program,” 
Eden said, her voice surprisingly steady. 

Allie nodded. “We get a variety of ages. 
You would have the five- and six-year-olds. 
Della and Zeke Rodriguez have the seven- 
and eight-year-olds that just came in this 
morning. These kids will be here a month. 
The group we have coming in after that is 
older. Teens.” 

Eden leaned forward. “Your ranch is 
pretty amazing. How does working with 
horses help disadvantaged children?” 

Allie’s smile held a shadow. “Most of the 
animals here are rescue animals. Some 
have been neglected and some actually 
abused. The kids look into the eyes of the 
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horses and find the same misery they are 
experiencing. It creates a bond that helps 
them both.” 

“Amazing,” Clay said. He didn’t want to | 
think about any child having misery. Espe- 
cially his own. This was going to be a tough 
few weeks. 

“The kids learn about responsibility and 
caring for another creature. They discover 
what giving of themselves is all about.” Al- 
lie studied Clay’s face, then switched her 
attention to Eden. “Your references had 
only glowing things to say about both of 
you. And our mutual friend Michael Wayne 
sang your praises to the heavens.” 

He leaned forward. “We really want this 
job. We brought our belongings with us 
and can start right away.” 

Allie blinked, as though taken aback by 
his forthrightness. “Rick usually makes the 
final decision, but he already liked what he 
saw from your resume. You're hired!” She 
rose. “Let me show you where to put your 
things. I'll escort you around the ranch on 
the way.” 

Out in the yard, Clay’s gaze went straight — 
to the little girls. The redhead caught his 
eye at once. The color of her hair was like 
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Eden’s, gleaming like new copper. The 
child chased a ball that stopped by his feet. 

She stopped and glanced up at him 
hesitantly. He stooped and picked up the 
ball, then offered it to her. “What’s your 
name, honey?” 

“Katie.” She took the ball and stared at 
him. 

“This is Mr. Clay and Miss Eden, Katie,” 
Allie said. “They'll be sleeping in the bunk- 
house with you. They’re here to help you.” 

A lump formed in his throat, and he saw 
Eden take a step toward the girl. He 
grabbed his wife’s forearm. “We'd better 
go. We'll be seeing you around, Katie.” 

The child’s head dipped, and her gaze 
went back to the other children. 

“Run along,’ Eden said, her tone brisk. 
“We'll get to know you all better tonight.” 

Clay clasped her hand and didn’t let go 
when she tried to tug away. “We’re eager 
to get started.” 


EDEN’S HEELS SANK INTO THE SANDY SOIL AS 
she followed Allie across the scrubby yard. 
She should have worn flats with her skirt, 
but when she’d chosen the outfit back in 
Indiana, she’d needed the extra inches for 
courage when facing Clay. A pungent odor 
hung in the air. Mesquite? Sage? 

She sneezed and nearly stumbled, but 
Clay caught her hand and she righted her- 
self. He tried to clutch her fingers but she 
pulled them free. His touch still ignited 
something inside her. The sensation was ~ 
nothing she was prepared to examine. Not 
now, not ever. 
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Allie pointed to the newer building. “The 
other bunkhouse was just finished. Della 
and Zeke are housed there with the older 
girls.” She pushed open the wooden screen 
door. “Here we are. It’s not a Hyatt, but it’s 
clean and functional.” 

She led them into a rectangular room 
that ran the width of the building. Easily 
forty feet long and fifteen feet wide, the 
space contained a kitchen and table with 
benches on one end and a living area on 
the other. The sofa and chairs had seen 
their fair share of bubble gum, Little Debbie 
cakes, and popcorn. An old-style projection 
TV took up one corner. But everything was 
spotless, even the plate-glass window that 
let sunlight stream onto the battered pine 
floors. The place smelled of lemon wax and 
an apple-scented candle. 

Eden stepped onto the blue-and-white 
rag rug. “It’s very homey.” 

“We do what we can to make the kids 
feel loved and wanted here. Let me show 
you the bedrooms.” Allie pointed out the 
dorm on one side of the hall. Five bunk 
beds flanked by utilitarian dressers were 
scattered through the room. There was 
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one queen bed back against the far 
wall. “We have only one gender here at 
time.” 

Eden glanced around and spotted hair 
ribbons and pink bows. A lump formed in 
her throat. She wanted to wander the room 
alone and examine all the little-girl items. 
Which bed belonged to Brianna? There 
was a Stuffed bear on the closest bed. Its 
button nose was missing, and the little 
vest was ragged from the loving touch of 
small fingers. 

She picked it up. “Whose is this?” 

“That’s Katie’s.” 

The little redhead. The child she'd felt 
an immediate attraction to. Eden hugged 
the bear to her chest, then reluctantly 
placed it back on the corduroy coverlet. 

Allie stepped to the door. “Your room is 
across the hall. There’s a monitor so you 
can hear what’s going on in here.” 

Room. As in one. Eden hadn't thought 
far enough ahead to consider sleeping ar- 
rangements. She stopped in the hall when 
she saw the king-size bed that dominated 
the room. Clay nearly ran into her, and his — 
big hands came down on her shoulders to 


36 COLLEEN COBLE 


steady them both. She heard him inhale 
harshly at the same time she did. 

She managed a smile at Allie, who had 
a raised brow. “Nice big room,” she said 
awkwardly. 

Their employer smiled. “There’s a ste- 
reo and computer for your use. We've got 
satellite Internet too. Not the fastest high- 
speed, but better than dial-up. Oh, and 
cell phone coverage is terrible here. There 
are only a few hot spots in the county.” 

Eden walked the perimeter of the room, 
peeked into the massive closet, and nod- 
ded approval at the two big dressers. “We'll 
be fine here.” 

“I'll leave you to unpack, then,” Allie said 
as a cowboy lugged their suitcases into 
the room. “This is Buzz. If you need any- 
thing, just ask.” She gave a wave, then her 
sandals slapped against the floors as she 
exited. 

The man’s weathered face cracked into 
a smile. “Got iced tea in the fridge. Cheese 
and venison sausage there too if you’re 
hungry.” 

“We're fine for now,” Eden lied, eyeing 
the bed. | 

Buzz backed out of the room. “Just hol- 
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ler if you need anything.” He shut the door 
behind him. 

Eden exhaled. “Well, this is a nice mess 
you've gotten us into.” 

He lifted a brow and grinned. “What? 
lt's a big bed. You stay on your side, and 
ll stay on mine.” 

Her glare was lost on him because he 
turned away, grabbed the biggest suit- 
case, and heaved it onto the plaid bed- 
spread. He lifted the lid and began to haul 
her belongings out. 

“Il do that myself.” She elbowed him 
out of the way. That spicy cologne was the 
same one he’d always worn, and the fa- 
miliarity made her want to lean against 
him for a moment. But she collected her- 
self. She wouldn’t be weak. She had to 
focus on her daughter. 

She kicked off her heels and began to 
lift her things out. The braided rug was 
rough on her feet. “Okay with you if | take 
this dresser?” She pointed to the one on 
the left side of the bed. 

He didn’t look at her. “Whatever you 
want.” | 
Fine. He could give her the cold shoulder 
if he wanted. She jammed her underwear 
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into the top drawer, then began to hang up 
her slacks and tops. She glanced at Clay 
out of the corner of her eye. It would take 
all her strength to ignore the chemistry be- 
tween them. And that’s all it had ever been. 

He turned and caught her staring, but 
he frowned when he saw her side of the 
closet. “Is that all you brought? No jeans?” 

She wrinkled her nose. “Jeans?” 

“| thought by now you would have un- 
bent a little. Everyone wears jeans. It’s not 
a sign of poverty.” 

What did he know of poverty? He’d 
never gone to school in jeans that were 
three inches shy of her ankles and riddled 
with holes. Not the stylish tears either, but 
gaping holes that made other girls giggle. 
When she had finally gotten a decent pair 
of slacks, she’d sworn never to wear jeans 
again. And she wasn’t about to start now. 


aK 
An hour later Eden coughed as a cloud of 
dust kicked up by the horses’ hooves en- 
veloped her. The thick red dirt already 
coated her slacks, and she was sure it was 
in her hair as well. She sat on the top rail of 
the corral fence and watched Buzz lead 
the last horse into the barn. When were 
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they bringing the girls out to meet them? 
Her insides felt as jittery as the grasshop- 
pers she saw fleeing the cowboy’s boots. 

Clay touched her arm. “Here they come.” 

She turned and saw Allie leading the 
girls from the house toward the corral. The 
little redhead was first in the line. Clay put 
his big hands on Eden’s waist and lifted 
her from the fence. She stepped away 
from him as soon as her flats hit the dirt. 

The children reached the scrubby grass 
beside the corral, and Allie instructed them 
to sit in a circle. “This is Mr. Clay and Miss 
Eden, girls. They will be living with you in 
the bunkhouse. Can you tell them your 
names?” 

The honey-skinned child with cornrows 
ducked her head. “I’m India,” she said, 
twisting a braided lock around her finger. 
“| just turned six.” 

The redhead, Katie, stared directly at 
them with a curious expression in her green 
eyes. “I can do a somersault. Want to see?” 

“In a little while,” Eden said, taken by 
the child’s spirit. 

“Can | ride the horse?” | | 

“Tell them your name,” Allie said. “Then 
we'll see about the ride.” 
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“| already did when they got here. I’m 
Katie,” the child said. “I’m India’s sister.” 

Allie smiled. “They’ve been inseparable 
since they arrived.” She urged a brown- 
haired little girl forward. “And this is Lacie. 
She doesn’t talk much, but all her shirts 
are red. Is that your favorite color, Lacie?” 

Lacie nodded and puffed out her chest 
to show her Minnie Mouse shirt. 

A blonde with huge brown eyes clung 
to Allie’s leg. “Do you have a dog?” she 
asked. “My foster mom said | could have a 
puppy here.” 

“We have some puppies in the barn 
you can play with,” Allie said. “And Jem is 
around here somewhere. He’s a very nice 
dog. Can you tell your counselors your 
name?” 

“Madeline,” the little girl said. “I’m going 
to name my puppy Oscar.” 

Eden smiled at the last little girl. Smaller 
than the other children, she had her head 
down. Her mousy brown hair nearly hid 
her face. “What’s your name, sweetheart?” 

The child buried her head against Allie’s 
leg. “Paige. | don’t want to ride the horses. 
I’m ‘lergic to them.” 

Allie smiled. “You’re not allergic to them, 
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honey. You're just scared. Give it a day or 
two and you'll find one you love.” 

“| want to see the puppies now,” Made- 
line demanded. “Miss Casey told us they 
would be old enough today, and | still 
haven't seen them.” 

Allie grinned. “Casey was the previous 
counselor. She had to leave because her 
brother was in an accident. The kids are 
all yours.” She pointed to the side barn 
door. “The puppies are right through there 
if you want to take the children to see 
them first. They just got their eyes open. 
Then you can do whatever activities with 
them you like. There’s a jungle gym set up 
behind the barn as well as a swing in the 
hayloft.” 

Which one of these girls was Brianna? 
Eden studied each one in turn as they 
headed to see the pups. She jumped when 
Clay put his hand on her elbow and leaned 
toward her to whisper in her ear. 

His breath stirred her hair. “Katie looks 
like you.” 

“She has red hair. That’s all,” she said. 
“Lacie and Paige both have brown hair — 
like yours. Four of them could be Brianna.” 
She’d so hoped one glimpse of the girls 
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would tell her which one was their daugh- 
ter, but it wasn’t going to be that easy. 

His hand dropped away and he yanked 
open the door to the barn. A border collie 
darted past him and raced toward the 
house. Eden peered past Clay to the dim 
interior of the barn. She sneezed at the 
scent of hay. Dust motes danced in a shaft 
of sunlight. Was that smell manure? The 
nauseating scent made her stop dead in 
the doorway. 

Clay glanced at her feet. “I think we’d 
better get you some boots.” 

lt was manure. A patty of brown lay be- 
tween her and the closest stall. “Boots? 
I’m a city girl, not a cowboy.” 

“Alrighty then, city girl. Be careful of the 
rattlers and tarantulas.” 

She recoiled when he named the crea- 
tures. “You're kidding, right?” 

“Dead serious.” He pointed to some- 
thing on the wall. 

Peering closer, she realized it was the 
tail of a snake. The rattling part, she as- 
sumed. She shuddered. 

“Puppies!” Madeline darted past them to 
where a border collie lay on a bed of hay. 
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Six round-bellied puppies crawled around 
her. 

“Ooh, too cute!” Eden squatted and 
scooped up an adorable black-and-white 
one that had one eye circled in black fur. 

“Looks like they’re about two weeks 
old,” Clay said. 

But he was watching her, not the puppy. 
Her face heated and she handed the 
puppy to Madeline. The little girl’s wispy 
hair was so blond it was nearly as white as 
the little collie’s pale fur. Eden resisted the 
urge to run her fingers through that fine 
fluff. She’d seen pictures of Clay, and he’d 
been a towhead as a child. 

“This one is mine,” Madeline said, cud- 
dling the puppy close. “His name is Spot.” 

“What happened to naming him Os- 
car?” Clay asked. 

The little girl stared at the puppy. “No, 
he’s a Spot. Oscar is green.” 

Eden noticed Paige hanging back. 
“Want to hold a puppy?” she asked. 

Paige backed away. “I can’t have a dog. 
I’m ‘lergic.” 

“Well, you can stay here with me, then. | 
Maybe we can get you a fish or something.” 
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Eden smiled when the child leaned against 
her leg. Being around children again was 
awakening long-dormant feelings of warmth. 
She watched the other girls romp with the 
puppies. “Spot can be our group puppy. 
We'll come and see him often, okay? Be- 
Cause puppies need their mommies to 
grow up strong and healthy.” 

Her voice trailed off when the girls 
looked at her. None of them had mom- 
mies, poor kids. 


EDEN WAS IN THE BATHROOM HELPING THE GIRLS 
with their baths. Clay sat with his boots on 
the scarred coffee table in the TV room. 
Their first day was under their belt, but it 
had been too hectic to even think about 
getting DNA samples. They’d do that to- 
morrow for sure. He had brought a top- 
notch kit from a respected lab that law 
enforcement officers used. 

A fist thumped the screen door, and he 
looked up to see a man in a cowboy hat 
on the stoop. “Come on in,” Clay called. 

The man pushed his hat to the back of 
his head and stepped through the doorway. 
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“You two did a fine job today, Allie said.” 
He held out his hand. “Rick Bailey.” 

Clay put his feet on the floor and stood, 
then gripped Rick’s outstretched hand. 
“ve heard a lot about you from Michael 
Wayne. And from Brendan Waddell. Michael 
is looking forward to seeing you again. I’m 
sure he'll be calling so you can meet Gra- 
cie and he can meet Eden.” 

“I'll track him down if he doesn't.” 

Rick dropped onto the sofa. “They both 
gave you a glowing recommendation.” 
The man studied Clay. “Brendan says 
you helped him out in Colombia.” 

The awareness in the man’s face was 
caused by more than information about 
Clay’s past career. “Sounds like he’s given 
you more than just my work stats.” 

Rick’s eyes were kind. “He told me 
about your daughter. I’m sorry.” 

Clay couldn’t hold the man’s compas- 
sionate gaze. He sighed and glanced out 
the window. “Thanks.” It was a relief to 
have that bit out in the open. 

“Did you ever find out who was respon- 
sible?” | 

Clay shrugged. “Not really.” He didn’t 
know the man well enough to confide in 
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him. He picked up the file on the table. 
“ve been reading about the girls in our 
bunkhouse. Rough stuff.” 

Rick nodded, his expression § sober. 
“The things we see could break your heart. 
This batch of kids is sweet as all get-out, 
though.” 

Clay opened the folder. “Looks like La- 
cie was left outside a Catholic church when 
she was six months old. In February.” 

“A puzzle, that one. She’d been well 
taken care of. Had on a sleeper that came 
from Nordstrom’s. That seemed odd. Her 
parents were well enough off to buy things 
at a fine department store but then aban- 
doned her? Something weird about that.” 

“This was in Dallas?” 

“Yep.” Rick reached over to pull out a 
picture of a baby held by a nun. “This is 
Sister Marjo. She visits Lacie every month, 
so | hear. She’s the woman who found La- 
Cie.” 

Clay studied the woman’s smiling face. 
“Does Lacie mention her?” 

“All the time. The sister is coming here 
in two weeks while on vacation.” | 
“That’s dedication. Getting to this neck 
of West Texas is like visiting the moon.” 
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He flipped to the next child. “Madeline was 
taken from her mother when the mom was 
put in a mental hospital. Where is the mother 
now?” 

“Evidently she was released two months 
ago. She’s begun proceedings to regain 
custody.” 

Clay winced. “How well is she?” 

“Probably not that great,’ Rick said. 
“Schizophrenia isn’t easily cured. I’m doubt- 
ful she can get custody.” 

“We're quite taken with Katie,” Clay 
said, picking up the picture of the smiling 
redhead. 

“We all are. She lights up a room when 
she comes in. Her father was shot in a 
burglary. There were no other family mem- 
bers around to take her, so she ended up 
in foster care at age three.” 

“Was she home during the shooting?” 

Rick nodded. “She has_ nightmares 
about it, though she says she doesn’t re- 
member. Several psychologists have tried 
to get details out of her. The murderer was 
never apprehended.” 

“Where’s her mom?” 

Rick shrugged. “Took off sometime be- 
fore that and hasn't been in contact.” 
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Clay picked up another paper. “From 
what | read, India’s entire family was killed 
in a house fire?” 

Rick winced. “Horrible situation. She was 
four. A meth lab explosion.” 

Clay’s own plight began to feel less hor- 
rible, somehow, knowing the pain that in- 
nocent children endured every day. “Lot of 
heartache in these kids’ lives.” 

“Too much.” Rick leaned over and picked 
up a picture of Paige. 

Clay’s heart clenched at the somber ex- 
pression on her face. Her mousy hair hadn't 
been washed. Too much misery stared out 
of those brown eyes. “What’s her story?” 

“No one really knows. She was a year 
old and found in a Walmart. There was a 
video that showed two men leaving her in 
the toy department.” 

“Was she—abused?” It was all he could 
do to force out the question. He wasn’t 
sure he wanted to hear the answer. 

Rick shook his head. “No. That was the 
first worry, but other than being dirty and 
uncared for, she was healthy.” 

“How did you know her name?” 

“The foster home named her. She’s 
been with the same couple for four years. 
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In fact, they’ve started adoption proce- 
dures. Good family.” 

Which one was Brianna? Clay had no 
clue. He was drawn to Katie, but how much 
of that was simple charisma and personal- 
ity? And the red hair, of course. His daugh- 
ter could be any one of the girls except for 
India. He flipped back through the pictures. 
Why had he thought this would be so easy? 

“Want to meet the other counselors?” 
Rick asked. 

“Sure.” 

“They’re coming here for devotions. We 
try to do that with all the kids together. | 
wanted to make sure you were up to it on 
your first night.” 

“| can use some of God’s Word myself 
right about now. It’s been a wild day. But 
fun.” 

Clay watched Rick step to the door and 
call across the yard. A few minutes later a 
couple trooped inside with eight girls. The 
kids were a little bigger than Clay and 
Eden’s charges, calmer somehow, and a 
little warier. 

The couple was in their late thirties. The 
man looked like a young James Earl Jones, 
burly and with an expressive face as he 
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smiled and shook hands with Clay. “Glad 
to have some help here,” the man said. 
“’m Zeke, and this is my wife, Della.” 

His wife was beautiful with black hair 
and dark eyes that held love as she touched 
the head of a little girl near her. “I caught a 
glimpse of your pretty wife, Clay. Where is 
she?” 

“She’s getting the girls ready for bed.” 
He heard them trooping down the hall. 
“Here they come.” He drank in the sight of 
the freshly bathed girls. He was already 
beginning to think of them as his girls. 

Eden paused in the doorway and smiled. 
“Hi. You must be the Rodriguez family.” 

“We're about to have devotions to- 
gether,” Clay put in. 

The day she left him, she shouted that 
she wanted nothing to do with a God who 
would take her baby from her. She said 
she was a Christian now. 

When her eager smile came, he wanted 
to know what had happened in the five 
years they’d spent apart that had brought 
her to Christ. 


aK 
In the shaft of light through the open door, 
the children were clearly visible. Eden 
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stared at each girl. They slept peacefully, 
curled together like puppies in the big bed. 
They’d begged to sleep together, but she 
doubted they’d stay like that all night. She 
pulled the door closed, squared her shoul- 
ders, and went to find her husband. 

She stopped in the hall and gulped. 
Clay was still her husband. She hadn’t al- 
lowed her thoughts to wander there much 
since this race to find their daughter had 
begun. Was it only yesterday at seven that 
he’d shown up in her life again? A few 
hours ago she'd been planning to accept 
Kent’s proposal. 

Forcing herself forward, she went down 
the hall and stood in the doorway to the 
gathering spaces. An old western starring 
John Wayne played on the television. The 
scent of popcorn teased her nose, and 
she saw Clay in the recliner with his boots 
off. A bowl was in his lap and a big glass 
of iced tea was on the table beside him. 
She knew without sipping it that there 
would be enough sugar in it to eat the 
spoon away. 

He must have sensed her gaze on him 
because he jerked his head toward where 
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she stood. Kernels bounced from his lap 
as he sprang to his feet. “Hey.” 

“The girls are asleep.” 

He held up the bowl. “Want some pop- 
corn?” 

The smell tantalized her, but the thought 
of cozying up to him on the couch to share 
the treat made her shake her head. She 
chose the chair the farthest away from him. 

“Tea?” A grin tugged his lips as he held 
up his glass. 

“| still have a gag reflex.” 

He took a gulp. “You'll be happy to know 
I've cut down on the amount of sugar.” 

“To what? Half a cup?” 

His grin widened. “It’s what keeps me 
so sweet-natured.” 

She squelched the desire to smile. Dur- 
ing their very short and tempestuous mar- 
riage, he'd always had a way of coaxing her 
out of a bad mood. Picking up the remote, 
she shut off the TV. “We need to talk.” 

“I’m all ears.” | 

“There’s no way of knowing which of 
those girls is Brianna. We need that DNA 
test as soon as possible.” 

“| know.” He picked up a manila file 
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folder beside him. “I’ve poured through 
their histories and even talked to Rick. Any 
one of them could be our daughter, except 
India.” 

She reached for the folder and flipped it 
open. Katie’s smiling face greeted her, and 
her gut clenched. “I think Katie is Brianna.” 

His gaze gentled. “She’s a little cutie. 
But don’t get your heart set on her. I’m bet- 
ting Paige is our daughter.” He moved out 
of the recliner and knelt beside her chair. 
Flipping through the pages, he pointed out 
Paige’s stats. “Look here. She was left at 
Walmart by two men. Sounds like kidnap- 
pers to me.” 

The infant’s photo tugged at Eden’s 
heart. The baby’s somber gaze held a 
light. “No one knows her real name?” 

“Nope. But read the rest before you 
make a snap judgment.” 

She riffled through the other biogra- 
phies, then finally closed the file. “You’re 
right. Brianna could be any one of the four. 
SO we really are going to have to wait for 
the DNA. How long will it take?” 

His lips flattened. “Too long. Weeks af- 
ter these kids leave here.” 

She desperately wanted to know which 
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of these girls was their daughter. It had 
been all she could do while bathing them 
not to press her lips to their damp fore- 
heads. She hadn’t wanted to frighten them, 
though, so she’d been warm but kept an 
appropriate distance. 

“lll get hair samples from them over the 
next couple of days,” she said. “Can you 
get them into a priority lab?” 

“lL can try.” 

And she knew he would. He had con- 
nections. She mentally prepared for what 
she had to say next. How did she even 
broach the subject of sleeping arrange- 
ments? 

“Spill it, Eden,” he said. 

He grinned, and even though she wanted 
to glare at him, her lips twitched. She 
glanced away. 

“| already Know what’s eating you, you 
know, he said. “But that bed is a king. 
We'll stuff pillows between us. | promise to 
stay on my side.” 

She let out a sigh. “I don’t like it, Clay. 
Our marriage was over a long time ago. It 
feels—weird.” Forcing her gaze up, she 
stared into his face. “It took me a long time 
to get over you.” 
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“| never got over you,” he said, his voice 
soft. 

Heat flared in her cheeks. “See what | 
mean? This will never work if you remind 
me at every opportunity that we were once 
married.” 

His eyes narrowed. “We're sti// married.” 

“So it appears.” She still couldn't believe 
her attorney hadn’t made sure everything 
was final. She struggled to remember how 
things had happened five years ago. She'd 
rushed away when Brianna died, and her 
lawyer had said he’d take care of the de- 
tails. Something had obviously fallen 
through the cracks. 

But not for long. 

“Why did you leave?” he asked. He 
looked down at his popcorn bowl. “You took 
off without a word.” 

She went cold. Admitting she left be- 
cause his reason for marrying her was 
gone would only serve to show the chasm 
between them. But honesty was all that 
would do now. They had too much at stake 
to play games. 

She held her head high. “Clay, you know 
perfectly well you only married me because 
| was pregnant. We barely knew each other. 


LONESTAR ANGEL “a 


You were gone more than you were home. 
Once Brianna was gone, there was nothing 
to hold us together. | needed a clean break.” 

And she'd barely cauterized the wound. 
Or was it still oozing blood? 


SHE COULDN'T STAY IN THE BATHROOM FOREVER. 
Eden eyed the peach-colored teddy she 
wore and shuddered. Why hadn't she 
checked her suitcase before rushing off on 
this search? What seemed fine in the pri- 
vacy of her apartment was indecent here. 

She let out a groan and leaned onto the 
sink. Surely there had to be another way 
to get to the truth. Why not just tell the Bai- 
leys that they thought Brianna was here? 
They had children. Any parent would be 
sympathetic to their cause. 

But not if it impacted their business. 
Their mission. 
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How could she ask them to get involved? 
The Baileys had been entrusted with the 
children’s welfare. Rick and Allie didn’t 
know her and Clay. The Baileys might toss 
them out for fear they might kidnap one of 
the girls. She lifted her head and stared 
into her own frightened eyes. 

She had to open that door and go into 
the bedroom. This wasn’t some stranger 
she was sharing a room with. This was 
Clay. He wouldn’t hurt her. The problem 
was, she didn’t know how she felt about 
him. While he’d been absent, she could 
almost forget their marriage had ever hap- 
pened. She could push aside the memo- 
ries of a tiny body cuddled to her breast 
and the scent of her newborn baby. 

The muscles in her throat worked at the 
memories that surged. Her eyes burned. 
She would not think about that day. Could 
not. Straightening, she twisted the door- 
knob and stepped into the hall and to the 
bedroom door. 

The covers were turned back on the big 
bed. She focused on the picture above the 
bed of a tranquil mountain stream. Any- 
thing to calm the way her pulse jumped 
when Clay turned to look at her. His chest 
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was bare and he wore blue pajama bot- 
toms, a concession to her she was sure. 
In the old days he didn’t wear—She cut off 
the mental image before it could form. 

He let out a low whistle. “I assume Kent 
was to be the recipient of that getup.” 

She dived for the bed and covered her- 
self with the sheet. “Our relationship was 
pure, and I’m in no mood for your tone.” 

He grinned and climbed into the bed 
beside her. “Want pillows between us?” 

“If you promise to keep your distance, 
you can have the space.” 

He shrugged. “All | want is to find our 
daughter.” 

His words stung more than she'd ex- 
pected. Not that she wanted him to be 
making a pass at her. “Why didn’t you 
call?” she asked abruptly. “Rather than 
just show up. And how did you find me 
anyway?” 

He put his hands behind his head and 
leaned back on the pillow. “Il knew you'd 
never believe me without seeing the pho- 
tograph. I’ve always known where you 
were. It’s not hard to track someone.” 

He grinned and shrugged. “I tried to get 
up the nerve to call you when | got the di- 
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vorce papers, but you’d made your wishes 
pretty clear.” 

“Why did you want to reach me then?” 

“| wanted to talk you out of it.” 

She held his gaze. “Why? We were two 
dumb kids who got caught by our own 
foolishness. We didn’t even know each 
other very well.” They’d had passion be- 
tween them but nothing more. He’d been 
in Hawaii on leave and she’d been mes- 
merized by his good looks and exotic oc- 
cupation. At least that’s what she’d told 
herself. 

“It was more than that and you know it.” 

She turned away from the intensity in 
his eyes. “Was it? After Brianna was born, 
all we did was fight.” 

“| had to work.” 

It was a familiar argument. She hadn't 
wanted to be stuck at home by herself 
while he traveled the world. 

“You blamed me for losing Brianna,” he 
said. 

“You blamed me too. You didn’t say it, 
but | felt it.” 

He raised a brow. “It was my fault, not 
yours. And you can come up with a dozen 
other theories, but we both know the 
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kidnappers wanted to punish me for some- 
thing. So if anyone’s to blame, it’s me.” 

She was too tired to argue with him. 
“Maybe you're right about more than one 
person being involved.” Her next thought 
chilled her. “What if he’s lured us here for 
a reason?” 

“It's a possibility, | admit, but I’m not 
about to let go of this opportunity to find 
my daughter. But, yeah, he wants some- 
thing from us. Money, something. I’m sure 
he'll make his demands known sooner or 
later. In the meantime, we find Brianna.” 

She glanced at him in time to see the 
muscles in his jaw flex. His determination 
had never wavered. Why was that? The 
baby had been a part of their lives such a 
short time, but he’d never given up hope 
of recovering Brianna. Against her will, the 
fact impressed her. 

The sheet had slipped from her shoul- 
der, and she tugged it into place. “What 
could be in this place that would make it 
worth getting us to come here? Bluebird 
Crossing is desolate.” 

“We're close to the Mexico border,” he 
pointed out. “This area is like an open door 
to the drug cartels. If the culprit who took 
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Brianna is associated with the drug lord | 
had a run-in with, this would be a conve- 
nient place to get access to me. And there 
are few people, so he wouldn't have to 
worry about interference.” 

“So he’s got us isolated.” She shud- 
dered. “What if he’s just saying one of the 
girls is Brianna? Maybe he wants revenge 
on you for the man who drowned, and he 
knew you'd come if you thought our daugh- 
ter was alive.” She didn’t want to lose the 
thread of hope she had, but common 
sense kept rearing its head. 

Clay nodded. “It’s possible. It’s hard to 
figure when we don’t know who was be- 
hind Brianna’s kidnapping.” 

“That envelope containing the picture. It 
was sent from El Paso. It wouldn’t be a 
problem for a drug lord to send one of his 
men across the border to mail the letter.” 

“This whole area has been like a war 
zone with the violence from Mexico spill- 
ing over the border. He’d have no trouble 
moving around.” 

She turned off the light and rolled over, 
facing the window. After a moment, she 
said softly, “Il want her back, Clay. | want to 
tell her everything and that | love her.” 
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“So do I,” he said in the darkness. “And 
| want to make the man who took her pay.” 

Though his words seared her, some- 
how they thrilled her too. And she found 
she believed every word. 

4K 

The bunkhouse was quiet except for the 
crickets that chirped outside the screened 
windows. The high desert cooled down at 
night, and Clay had turned off the air to 
hear the night sounds. He offered to put 
pillows between them again, but Eden 
rolled over and offered her stiff back to 
him, a reminder that she didn’t need a 
physical barrier to keep him in his place. 

He shifted in the bed and turned his 
face toward the window on his side. The 
pungent odors from the outdoors were a 
reminder of what he used to be. He'd 
grown up in the Chihuahaun desert near 
Terlingua, a place he’d hoped never to see 
again. Big cities and bright lights were 
more to his liking now. And though he felt 
discomfited, he was sure Eden was a bird 
in the sea. 

As he kicked off the sheet, he heard 
something. A soft slithering sound, like a 
rope being tugged over the wood. He went 
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on high alert. A snake? His keys were on 
the nightstand. He threw them to the floor 
to see if he could elicit any different sound. 
Like a rattle. But all he heard was the clang 
of the keys hitting the rug, then a frantic 
slithering sound. Eden stirred beside him, 
then her breathing deepened again. 

lt was definitely a snake, but at least it 
wasn’t a rattler. More likely a patchnose or 
a bull snake. It would be frightened, but he 
needed to get it out of the room before 
Eden saw it and freaked. Unfortunately, he 
couldn't do it in the dark. He sat up and 
put his feet on the floor, then flicked on the 
light. The warm glow chased the shadows 
from the room. He blinked and glanced 
around. A snake was coiled about six inches 
from his foot. He froze when he recog- 
nized the familiar markings. A rattler. It 
hadn't rattled, but then, they didn’t always. 

The snake was within striking distance, 
and Clay didn’t move a muscle. If Eden 
moved or made a noise, the thing was 
likely to bite him. She sighed, and one hand 
stretched out. The snake’s eyes didn't 
blink, but Clay could tell it had noticed the | 
movement. 

“Eden, don’t move,” he whispered. “Can 
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you hear me? Don’t move. There's a rat- 
tler by my foot.” 

She sighed again, and he knew she 
was sleeping too soundly to have heard 
his warning. She stirred again, and the 
snake showed signs of agitation. His best 
chance was to jerk back his foot, but he 
knew rattlers. They were lightning fast, 
and this was a big boy. It might even be 
able to reach him on the bed. 

Wait. The pillow. Could he hit it with the 
pillow and knock it down? His mouth was 
dry. Keeping his gaze on the snake, he 
slowly moved his hand over to grasp the 
pillow. He threw the pillow and jerked his 
foot back at the same time. Everything 
happened so fast that he wasn’t aware at 
first that he’d been bitten. Then a stinging 
pain radiated from his ankle. 

“Eden!” he said, reaching over to grab 
her arm. 

She fought him off. “Don’t touch me!” 

“Wake up. | need you.” He wasn’t sure if 
it was the poison or adrenaline, but his 
head spun. 

She finally sat up in bed. “Clay? What’s 
the matter?” 

lf he hadn’t seen the drops of blood 
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from the puncture wound, he wouldn't 
have believed it. His ankle stung. “A snake 
bit me. The phone is on your side of the 
bed. | need you to call Rick.” 

Her eyes widened, and the last of the 
sleepiness in her eyes disappeared. “You’ve 
been bitten?” 

He nodded. “By a rattler. It’s under the 
pillow on the floor. Don’t get out of bed. 
Just call Rick and tell him what happened. 
I’m a little woozy. | have to lie down.” He 
flopped onto his back. 

She grabbed the phone on the bed 
stand and called the main house. He lis- 
tened to her explain the situation to Rick. 
“He is coming over right away with some 
men.” Her eyes were worried. “How do 
you feel?” 

“My lips are numb,” he said, struggling 
to talk. 

“You might be having an allergic reac- 
tion. | think it’s too soon for venom to be 
doing anything. I'll call Rick back. Maybe 
he has an EpiPen.” She punched in the 
number again. 

Clay struggled to draw in a breath. His . 
chest felt tight, and his throat seemed to 
be swelling. Eden was right. The venom 
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shouldn’t be having an effect for half an 
hour, but allergic reactions happened 
sooner. 

The pillow hid the snake, but he could 
see the reptile’s tail sticking out from un- 
der it. The tail moved, but the rattle made 
no sound. So that’s why he’d had no warn- 
ing. He closed his eyes. 


THE SNAKE’S HEAD EMERGED FROM UNDER THE 
pillow, followed by a long, sinuous body. 
Eden shuddered, unable to tear her gaze 
away as the beautiful creature slithered 
across the floor to curl in the back corner. 
She touched Clay’s damp forehead. 

His lids fluttered, then opened. His pu- 
pils were enormous. He licked his lips. 
“Where’s Rick?” 

“He’s coming.” A tourniquet wasn’t ad- 
visable at this point, but she wanted to do 
something. | 

She heard feet pounding up the walk out- 
side. A few moments later Rick and Buzz 
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burst into the room. Rick wore his boots 
and jeans, but his shirt was half unbut- 
toned. He carried a pitchfork. Buzz was 
behind him with a shovel in his hand. 

Rick stared around the room. “Where's 
the snake?” 

She pointed. “There, in the corner. But 
what about Clay? Did you bring an 
EpiPen?” 

He handed it to her. “You'd better give it 
to him while we take care of the snake.” 

Taking the pen, she opened the gray 
tab, then jammed the tip into Clay’s thigh, 
holding it there for several seconds. Clay 
flinched but didn’t open his eyes. His lips 
were blue. 

Eden dropped the EpiPen and took his 
hand. It was cold and blue too. “Clay? 
Stay with me, Clay!” She clutched his fin- 
gers and watched the men approach the 
corner. 

It took only moments for them to dis- 
patch the snake. Mumbling under his 
breath, Buzz carried the snake out on the 
shovel. 

Rick came to the edge of the bed. “He’s 
got a little more color,” he said. “What REDS 
pened?” 
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“lm not really sure. | woke up when he 
said he’d been bitten.” 

Clay coughed and opened his eyes. The 
scary whiteness was receding from his 
skin, and his pupils were looking more nor- 
mal. His fingers tightened on hers, and he 
struggled to sit up. Something tight in her 
chest loosened, and she inhaled deeply, 
suddenly aware she’d been holding her 
breath. 

“The snake,” Clay whispered. 

“Is gone,” Rick said. 

Eden stuffed some pillows behind his 
back. “You look like you're going to live.” 

“We still need to get that bite treated,” 
Rick said, withdrawing another vial from 
his pocket. “| keep antivenom in the 
fridge.” 

“Where were you bitten?” Eden asked. 

“My left ankle.” Clay moved his foot out 
from where it had been entangled in the 
sheet. He closed his eyes. “It hurts.” 

She winced at the puncture wounds 
crusted over with blood. And even worse 
at the bruise beginning to travel up his leg. 
All thought left her. He couldn't die! | 

“Honey, you're crushing my hand,” he 
said, lifting one lid. 
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She loosened her grip on him. “Where's 
the nearest hospital?” she asked Rick. 

“Allie called the doctor. He’ll come to us.” 

Eden injected the antivenom into Clay’s 
other thigh. “IV is the best administration, 
but this will help for now. And the wound 
needs to be cleaned. I'll do it if you can get 
me some soap and water. Alcohol too.” 

Rick nodded and went to fetch the items. 

Wheels crunched on gravel outside. “| 
think the doctor’s here,” she said to Clay, 
nearly giddy with relief. 

Footsteps hurried toward the door, and 
Buzz ushered in an older man with hair 
that stood on end as if he’d gone from the 
bed straight to the car. He carried an IV 
bag and pushed a metal stand. 

“This must be the patient,” he said. Eden 
climbed out of the way while he got to 
work on Clay. She was suddenly self- 
conscious of her skimpy nightwear in the 
presence of these men, so she grabbed 
one of Clay’s shirts from the closet and 
slipped into it while the doctor examined 
the wound. “One side looks dry. | don’t 
think you got a full dose of venom, young 
man. You're very fortunate.” 
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Rick touched her arm and motioned her 
back toward the door. “There’s something 
weird about all this,” he said. | 

She walked with him out of Clay’s 
earshot.“Weird? We're in the desert. Snakes 
get inside sometimes, don’t they?” 

“Not all that often. I’ve never had a rat- 
tler in the house.” He put his hand in his 
shirt pocket and withdrew a piece of pa- 
per. “This was on the door.” 

She took it from his hand and stared at 
the letter. ““You shouldn’t have brought 
her.’” Wrinkling her forehead, she glanced 
up at Rick. “What does that mean?” 

“| have no idea.” 

“The kids are too little to do something 
like this.” 

He nodded. “Obviously.” 

“Did any of your other employees want 
this position?” 

“Most of the cowboys have been with 
me for years, but | just hired Sam a couple 
of months ago. And | hired an assistant for 
the cook two weeks ago. There weren't 
any other applicants for counselor, if you 
want the truth. No one wants to live this far 
away from civilization.” 
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The kidnapper. Had he wanted only Clay 
to come? As far as the kidnapper knew, 
she and Clay had divorced. “We have to 
tell Clay about the note.” 

“| will. But not until the morning, when 
he’s got a clear head.” 

“Some kind of prank by a teenager from 
town, maybe?” She knew better, but 
maybe it would derail Rick’s line of think- 
ing. He was eyeing her with a speculative 
glint in his eyes. 

Rick shrugged. “Maybe. It’s a weird sit- 
uation. | don’t know what to make of it. 
Maybe the sheriff will have an idea.” 

“| hope so.” But she mostly hoped Clay 
could call in some help from his special 
ops buddy, Brendan. If she had to go to 
bed every night and wonder what creepy 
crawlies would slither out to meet her, she 
wouldn't get a wink of sleep. 

And if this had anything to do with Bri- 
anna’s disappearance, could the children 
be in danger? She rushed down the hall to 
check on them. 


aK 
Clay felt as if he’d been hit by a truck. He 
blinked until his vision cleared. His leg felt 
encased in hot tar. When a cool hand 
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touched his forehead, he turned his head 
toward Eden. 

So beautiful. How had he ever let her 
go? He wanted to reach up and touch her 
cheek. It would be as soft as Brianna’s 
skin had been. 

“How do you feel?” she asked. 

“Thirsty,” he croaked. She helped him 
sit up and he practically inhaled the cool 
water that she offered him. “Where is ev- 
eryone?” A vague memory of Rick and Al- 
lie as well as an older gentleman floated 
through his brain. 

She backed away. “Looking around out- 
side. The doctor had another emergency 
and had to leave once he was sure you 
were out of danger.” 

Her evasive manner sharpened his 
senses. “What aren't you telling me?” 

She bit her lip. “They’re looking for who- 
ever put the snake in here.” 

“Put the snake in here? What do you 
mean?” 

“There was a note on the door. It said, 
‘You shouldn't have brought her here.’” 

His fatigue fell away. He set down the 
water glass. “It was deliberate?” 

She nodded. “I’d bet he was trying to 
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scare me away. | doubt he thought we'd 
be bitten. How did that happen anyway? A 
rattlesnake gives a warning.” 

“Its rattler didn’t work.” The room felt 
small and sinister to him now. “What does 
he want? There hasn’t been another de- 
mand for money.” She didn’t have the an- 
swers for him, but it helped him to ruminate 
out loud. “Did anyone check for more 
snakes?” 

“Rick did. The place was clean.” 

The bed moved as she sat on it. He re- 
sisted the urge to inhale deeply of the clean 
scent of the soap she’d used to bathe the 
girls. “Why would he care if you came with 
me? Seems odd.” 

“| wondered about that too.” Her eyes 
glistened and she blinked rapidly. “Il was 
thinking about what you said about re- 
venge.” 

“We have no idea what he’s planning. 
Whatever it is, it won't be pleasant.” 

“Maybe it’s all a prank.” 

He held her gaze. “! wouldn’t have inter- 
rupted your life for a trick.” 

The corners of her lips curved. “That 
leaves me with hope. You consider aes 
thing before you jump.” 
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“Except when it came to you,” he said, 
then winced. Had he actually said that? 
So much for protecting himself. 

She looked away. “I always thought you 
examined what needed to be done and 
did your duty.” 

“My feelings for you had nothing to do 
with duty.” Enough of this. He yanked the 
IV from his arm and swung his legs over 
the bed. 

She grabbed at his arm. “You can’t do 
that! Look at you, you’re bleeding.” 

“The bag is empty. The bleeding will 
stop. Besides, the doc didn’t think | got a 
full load of venom.” He pressed his fingers 
to his arm. “Got a Band-Aid?” 

She sighed but opened the first-aid box 
beside the bed and withdrew one. Her fin- 
gers were warm when she pressed them 
against his skin. She’d been cold a few 
minutes ago. He wished he could believe 
being around him had altered her temper- 
ature even one degree. 

He jerked on his boots, though every 
muscle still hurt and his leg throbbed. “Did 
you check on the girls?” 

“Yes, they’re sleeping.” She followed him 
into the hall. 
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He went to the door of the big dorm room 
and peeked in. The light from the hallway 
fell on their sleeping faces. He drank in the 
peaceful scene. Arms curled around dolls 
and stuffed animals. The air was scented 
with little girl. He stared until he saw each 
small chest rise and fall. Reassured, he 
turned and walked right into Eden. 

She grabbed his shirt, and he steadied 
her. This close, the scent of soap was even 
stronger. He resisted the impulse to rest 
his chin on the top of her head. What would 
she do if he pulled her closer? Probably 
hit him. His hands dropped away. 

“They’re all okay.” 

Her gaze wandered past his shoulder, 
and she stepped back. “They’re so beauti- 
ful.” 

He nodded. “I’m going to go outside 
with Rick. You keep watch over the girls.” 

“Do you think whoever tried to hurt us 
would hurt them?” 

“Someone took Brianna once. We have 
no idea of his agenda.” 

She clenched her fists. “He won’t touch 
these girls! Do you have a gun?” 

“You won't need one. I'll be right outside.” 
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He pocketed his hands so he wouldn't 
touch her again. 

Nausea roiled in his stomach. Probably 
a reaction to the venom. He steadied him- 
self. This stunt wasn’t going to keep him 
from protecting Eden and their daughter. 
Or the other girls. 


A CHILL STILL HOVERED IN THE MORNING AIR 
when Eden walked across the sparse yard 
to the kitchen with five little girls in tow. 
The scent of maple syrup and pancakes 
made her steps quicken, and she smiled 
at the girls to see if they’d noticed. They 
giggled and skipped along beside her. She 
hadn't seen Clay the rest of the night, but 
she’d gotten little sleep. Coffee would 
wake her up. 

India ran ahead of her and pushed open 
the screen door into the kitchen. “Rita, I’m 
here,” she announced. “Il saw some hum- 
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mingbirds. Do you know they beat their 
wings fifty times a second?” 

An attractive young woman turned with 
a smile on her face. “My goodness, so fast?” 
Her blond hair was in braids, as if she’d 
stepped from the pages of Heidi. She wore 
jeans and a blue blouse that matched the 
color of her eyes. When she spoke, her 
voice had a Southern accent that didn’t 
match her appearance. The makeup she 
wore made her look like a Dresden doll. 

“You must be Eden,” she said. “Here’s 
your coffee, strong and laced with lots of 
real cream, just as you like it.” 

Eden accepted the mug filled to the 
brim. “Who told you that?” 

“Clay.” 

“He’s here?” 

“Was,” the woman corrected. “He and 
Rick took off for town. Rick wanted the 
doctor to take another look at the snake 
wound.” 

Eden took a gulp of coffee. It was per- 
fect. “Clay seemed okay? He and Rick 
were out all night looking for the intruder.” 
She glanced around and made sure the | 
girls were occupied. 
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“The sheriff came too.” Rita turned back 
to the stove, a mammoth affair that had 
eight burners. Four of them held skillets 
with pancakes sizzling in them. 

“You're the cook?” 

The young woman nodded. “Rita Mitch- 
ell. | feed this wild bunch.” She ruffled La- 
cie’s hair, and the child hung on to her leg 
and looked up with clear adoration. 

Eden could tell she and Rita were going 
to be friends. Was everyone in this area 
so welcoming? “Is Allie gone too?” 

Rita nodded. “She had a planning meet- 
ing for a missions conference at church. 
The ladies are coming here for lunch, so 
you'll get a chance to meet everyone be- 
fore Sunday.” 

Eden guided the girls to the table, then 
returned to seize plates of pancakes. “Is 
that real maple syrup?” 

“Of course. | wouldn’t feed my girls any- 
thing but the best.” The young woman car- 
ried more plates to the table. “Eat up, 
honey. We need to get some meat on your 
bones. You a model or something?” 

Eden’s cheeks heated. “I’m a nurse.” 

Madeline touched Rita’s braid when the 
young woman sat beside her. “Could you 
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braid my hair like that? Then we would be 
twins.” 

“| sure can, honey. Or maybe Mrs. Lar- 
son can. She’s probably better at it than 
me.” 

Eden smiled. “I’m not very good at braids. 
Maybe you could teach me as well.” 

“Where are you from, Mrs. Larson?” 

“Please call me Eden. I’m from Indiana. 
A little town called Wabash.” 

“First electrically lighted city in the 
world.” 

“How'd you know that?” 

Rita shrugged. “My cousin lives in Peru, 
just down the road a piece.” 

“Usually no one has ever heard of Wa- 
bash.” 

“The Wabash-Erie Canal. Wabash Can- 
nonball. Lots of interesting things in the 
area.” 

Eden took a bite of pancake dripping 
with syrup. It was magnificent. “You're quite 
the history buff.” 

“lm working on a historical romance 
set in Indiana. I’ve been reading up on the 
area.” 

“You’re an author?” 

“Well, not yet. Someday I'll be just as 
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famous as Nora Roberts. Most folks think 
I’m just a dreamer, but they'll see when my 
first book is on the shelves.” 

Eden grinned. “Somehow | believe you 
can do anything you set your mind to do.” 

Rita’s smile was brighter than the sun- 
beams gleaming on the stainless sink. 
“We're going to get along swell, Eden. I’m 
glad you’re here.” 

“So am |,” Eden said, realizing she 
meant it. This place was so different from 
Indiana. The harsh landscape of red rocks 
and cacti. The sharp scent of creosote and 
sage in the air. The blue bowl of sky that 
went on forever. It was a little scary and 
exhilarating at the same time. 

The girls finished breakfast and went off 
to watch their morning allotment of Dora 
the Explorer on TV. Eden helped Rita and 
her assistant, Tepin, a Hispanic woman of 
about thirty, clear the table. 

“What do you know of the girls?” Eden 
asked Rita. 

“They're sweethearts, aren't they?” 

“They're wonderful. | love them already.” 
Eden smiled. “Any of their families come 
to visit since they've been here?” 

Rita turned on the hot water and dumped 
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Dawn detergent into the sink. “Nope. We 
don’t let them come until the kids have 
been here at least a week, preferably two. 
Visits too soon only make them more 
homesick.” 

Eden handed her a stack of dishes. 
“What did you think of that snake showing 
up last night?” 

Rita dumped them into the soapy water. 
“| think it was blown out of proportion. 
Snakes get in all the time. One of the haz- 
ards of living in the desert.” She shrugged. 
“| saw one in the bushes outside my win- 
dow just two days ago.” 

Maybe no one had told her about the 
note. Eden opened her mouth to tell her, 
then closed it again. “Any new employees 
on the ranch right now?” 

“Got several new ones. Tepin here. Sam’s 
a new hand. You. | guess not everyone 
wants to live in the desert.” 

Before Eden could ask more questions, 
she saw Clay’s truck pull up outside. 
“Clay’s back. | think I'll go see how he’s 
feeling,” she said. “I'll be right back.” 

4k | 
He should have spent the night in bed, not 
roaming the rocky hilltops. Clay rubbed 
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his bleary eyes and parked the truck. His 
leg ached, but he’d popped ibuprofen all 
night, and the pain was somewhat better 
this morning. He’d let Rick out down by 
the barn. 

When Clay exited the truck, he turned 
toward the house and saw Eden running 
toward him. The sight of her brought him a 
surge of energy. The morning sun turned 
her auburn hair to fire. He had to grin at 
her pumps, so out of place with the jagged 
rocks of the landscape. 

She stopped three feet from him and 
tucked her hair behind her ears to reveal 
gleaming diamond earrings. “Find any- 
thing?” 

“Not much. Just some tire tracks behind 
the barn, but Rick had no idea how long 
they might have been there.” 

“You're pale. You should be in bed.” 

“’m fine, really. How are the girls?” 

“Watching cartoons. Then we're sup- 
posed to take them on a hike.” She made 
a face. “But if you’re not up to it...” Her 
eyes were hopeful. 

He grinned. “I think we need to teach 
you to ride first. But you’d need to eae 
into jeans and boots.” 
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she lifted her chin. “Not going to hap- 
pen.” 

“You look great in anything, you know.” 

She flushed. “Want some breakfast? | 
think there are pancakes left.” 

“Don’t change the subject. What’s it go- 
ing to take to get past that wall, Eden? 
When you left me, | didn’t know you much 
better than the day we met.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what 
you're talking about.” 

She turned toward the house, but he 
caught her arm. “I'd really like to know the 
woman past the pretty face and gorgeous 
hair. What do you want out of life? Who 
are you, really?” 

Her green eyes flashed. “I’m exactly who 
| seem. It’s not my fault if you wanted some 
kind of wife who hiked the mountains with 
you. | never pretended to be Gl Jane.” 

“| don’t want to change you, but | just 
want to know you. You were always this 
perfect woman at the pinnacle of her ca- 
reer. Intelligent and beautiful, but remote. 
Never rattled for a moment.” 

“Well, once we find Brianna, you never 
have to be disappointed in me,” she said. 

Did her voice quiver? He’d like to think 
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that just once he’d gotten past her de- 
fenses. “I was never disappointed in you.” 

She met his gaze. “Our relationship is 
over, Clay. All | want is to find my daugh- 
ter.” 

“When Brianna was born, | thought 
your guard was finally starting to slip,” he 
said, tightening his grip on her arm when 
she tried to pull free. “You were crazy 
about her.” 

Tears filled her eyes. “Il wish | hadn't 
given up on her.” 

“You're too hard on yourself. No one is 
perfect.” 

“Except you.” Her tears vanished. “The 
protector and defender of the free world.” 

“You say that like it’s an insult.” 

“You like being the tough guy who never 
sheds a tear.” 

Only because he had wanted to be 
strong for her. “You think | have no feel- 
ings?” 

“Do you? You went off quite happily to 
South America when duty called.” 

lf only she’d seen his internal struggle. 
But he hadn't allowed it. “The search here 
in the States was at a dead end.” And he’d 
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hoped to find some clue to their daugh- 
ter’s fate. 

“| asked you not to go.” 

She’d done more than that. She’d said if 
he left, their marriage would be over. And 
she’d followed through. He received the 
divorce papers a month after he left. Why 
had he left? Without Brianna to hold them 
together, he wasn’t sure how to make the 
marriage work. But was it because he 
couldn't bear to see her leave him? Just 
the way his mother had done when she 
left with her lover, without a backward 
glance at her kids. 

He shied away at the thought of his 
mother. “I had to go, Angel.” 

She succeeded in pulling her arm free. 
“| hate that nickname!” 

“It suits you.” He lifted a brow rather 
than tell her what it meant to him. “I dare 
you to change into jeans and boots.” 

She brushed at an imaginary speck of 
dust on her shirt. “You know perfectly well 
| don’t own any boots. Or jeans.” 

“lll buy you some.” 

“I'd rather not be beholden to you.” 

“Where do we go from here?” he asked 
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her. “We both want Brianna when we find 
her. We’ve carefully avoided the topic of 
what happens next.” 

She gave a shrug. “Il suppose we act 
civilized like everyone else. I'll take custody 
of her and you can have her every other 
weekend.” 

Just what he didn’t want. “I don’t think 
so. | want her with me. You can have her 
every other weekend.” 

“I’m her mother!” 

“And I’m the father who never gave up 
looking for her.” The minute he spoke, he 
wished he could call back the words. 

She swallowed hard. “How did you know, 
Clay? I’m her mother and | believed she 
was dead. Why didn’t you give up too?” 

“| can’t explain it.” 

It had been an intuition deep inside. She 
thought he had no feelings. The truth was, 
he had more than he could handle most 
times. The older he got, the harder it be- 
came to maintain his tough-guy, careless 
facade. He’d accused her of hiding behind 
a mask. Wasn't he just as bad? 

He turned her toward the house. “Let’s 
get chow. My belly is gnawing on my aes 
bone.” 
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When they reached the kitchen, Rita 
turned with her smile increasing in watt- 
age. “Clay, | kept some pancakes warm 
for you.” 

He blinked at the way she batted her 
lashes. Like she was a Southern belle. Who 
did she remind him of? That gal who played 
Heidi maybe. Beside him, he felt Eden 
tense. She’d always thought friendly women 
were coming on to him. He wasn’t sure 
where her insecurity came from. 

Putting his hand on Eden’s shoulder, 
he guided her to the table. “I could eat a 
horse.” 

“| could make you some bacon too,” 
Rita said. She set the stack in front of him, 
then turned toward the refrigerator. 

“No need. These pancakes are plenty.” 

Rita pulled out a chair across from him 
and Eden. “Allie said you are a photojour- 
nalist. How romantic.” 

He glanced away from her sappy smile. 
“Don't let us interrupt your work,” he told 
Rita. 

“| can take a break. So you’ve been to 
lots of other countries?” 

“A few.” He shoveled in the food and 
passed the syrup to Eden. 
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Allie’s voice came from the living room. 
“Rita, could you come here a moment?” 

Rita heaved a sigh and got up. “Call if 
you want anything more to eat. Ill be happy 
to fix it.” She directed one last smile his 
way, then stepped out of the kitchen. 

“Before you say anything, she’s just be- 
ing friendly,” Clay said. 

“A little too friendly,” Eden said. “But | 
think maybe it’s just her way. She was 
friendly to me too.” 

He relaxed. “Glad you could see that.” 

“Besides, we’re here only to find Bri- 
anna. | have no real hold on you.” 

That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. As 
far as he was concerned, she could grab 
hold with both hands and never let go. 


YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE BROUGHT HER HERE. 
Eden had been puzzling over the cryptic 
message all day. What possible reason 
could the kidnapper—or anyone—have 
for not wanting her here? Was it possible 
someone intended to harm Clay but didn’t 
want to hurt her? If that was the case, then 
could that person be someone she knew? 
Someone who cared about her? The po- 
lice said a kidnapper was often someone 
known to the family. In fact, Clay and Eden 
were suspected for a time of harming Bri- | 
anna. But detectives interrogated all their 


94 COLLEEN COBLE 


acquaintances at great length and filed 
charges against no one. 

The bunkhouse held the scent of the 
baby powder she'd put on the girls after 
their baths last night. She settled onto the 
sofa and grabbed the landline. Daniel 
should be at home now. They’d grown up 
together in the same foster home, and he 
was a true friend and brother. Hearing his 
voice would calm her jitters. And he’d be 
happy to hear that her engagement to Kent 
didn’t happen. Her heart hurt when she 
thought about Kent. She prayed he’d be 
able to get past the hurt she’d caused him. 
He deserved to find a woman with a whole 
heart. 

But the phone rang until she was dumped 
into his voice mail. She left a message 
with the ranch number and hung up frown- 
ing. Would he really still be mad at her 
about Kent after all this time? 

Glancing at her watch, she saw it was 
time to take the girls on a hike. The moun- 
tains were stark and forbidding. Cacti and 
who-knew-what creepy crawlies would be 
waiting at every turn. But by the time she 
retrieved the girls, found Clay, and started 
up the trail, she was enjoying herself. 
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India skipped along beside her. “Look, 
Miss Eden, a yucca. Did you know you 
can eat the flowers? Buzz told me. Can | 
taste one?” 

“Um, | don’t think so, India.” Eden ex- 
changed a rueful grin with Clay. 

She held Katie and Madeline by the 
hand as they hiked up the desert moun- 
tain where they’d been told they could see 
into Mexico. The sun was bright and hot 
on her arms. The landscape was so differ- 
ent from Indiana. 

“I’m hungry,” Madeline said. 

“| have a granola bar in my backpack,” 
Eden said. She stopped and shrugged it 
off her back. None of the other girls wanted 
a snack yet, but Madeline scarfed hers 
down in six bites and asked for another. “| 
think you have hollow legs,” Eden said, 
handing the little girl another one. 

When they reached the peak, they 
stopped and stared at the panorama. No 
people, just endless desert and, in the dis- 
tance, a ribbon of blue that was the Rio 
Grande. 

Clay set down the picnic basket he car- . 
ried. She dug into her backpack and 
pulled out a tablecloth and spread it on 
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the ground. He began to set out the sand- 
wiches and chips Rita had packed for 
them. When the children finished eating, 
they began to collect wildflowers. 

Clay leaned on his elbow on the table- 
cloth as he watched them. “They’re all so 
different,” he said. “It’s fun watching them 
interact. I’ve been imagining first one then 
the other is Brianna.” 

“Me too,” Eden admitted. “Just when | 
think | have it figured out, | change my 
mind.” 

His expression as he watched the girls 
filled her with warmth. She’d always thought 
he would be a good father, but he hadn't 
had the chance to show how good. 

His gaze went from the girls to her face. 
“| don’t like the note left on our door last 
night. There seemed to be animosity to- 
ward you in it.” 

She raised a brow. “Il don’t think so, 
Clay. I’m guessing someone wants me out 
of the way so | don’t get hurt. You know 
how the police always said the kidnapper 
was likely someone close to the family. 
Maybe it’s someone who likes me and 
hates you for some reason.” 

“That would mean he is likely a friend of 
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yours. Or a relative.” He shook his head. 
“’m not convinced that was the intent of 
the note, though. | don’t want you wander- 
ing off alone here. Stick close to me. I'll 
protect you.” 

‘Just like you protected Brianna?” She 
wished she could call back the words 
when his eyes shuttered. 

“You still blame me, don’t you?” he 
asked, his voice soft. 

She bit her lip. “You knew what you were 
doing in Colombia was dangerous.” 

“All my missions are dangerous. And | 
didn’t Know that one would be dangerous 
to my family! You’re not without blame ei- 
ther, Eden. If you’d been paying attention 
that day .. .” He inhaled. “I’m sorry. | didn’t 
mean that.” 

She blinked at the sting in her eyes. 
These same arguments were the ones 
that had sent her fleeing the moment he 
left the country. And she didn’t really blame 
him. Not anymore. If losing Brianna was 
anyone’s fault, it was hers. 

She laid her hand on his. “I’m sorry. | 
shouldn't have said that. | didn’t even - 
mean it. I’d rather fight sometimes than 
admit the pain | feel.” 
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He studied her expression. “Tell me 
what’s been going on in yout life.” 

Her face heated and it wasn’t from the 
sun. ‘Just life,” she said. 

His smile vanished. “You lower the mask 
for a fleeting second, then slap it right back 
into place.” 

Maybe she did tend to be too secretive. 
She wished she could be more like Allie, 
laughing and open about her feelings. 
Maybe it came from being a foster kid. She 
ached for these five little girls. 

“Earth to Eden.” 

She blinked and smiled. “Sorry, | was 
woolgathering.” Could she let down a small 
corner of her veil with him? Maybe it was 
worth a try. “I’m working on being more 
open, but it’s hard for me. Is there some- 
thing in particular you want to know?” 

“Pd like to know how you became a 
Christian.” 

“When Brianna . . . died, it was either go 
crazy or look for meaning. | chose to look 
for meaning.” 

His smile came. “And you found it?” 

She nodded. “Well, as much as | could 
in such a horrible situation. | still don’t know 
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why he allowed it, but | came to realize we 
have no control over bad things. When | 
got to Wabash, a coworker invited me to 
church. | just held on to God a day ata 
time.” 

“What about Kent? How did he fit into 
all this?” 

“He helped me start to live again. To 
begin to think | might do more than get 
through every day.” 

“| would like to have helped you do that.” 

She rubbed her head. “I saw the ruins 
of our hopes everywhere | looked, and it 
hurt too much.” 

“Now here we are.” He smiled and nod- 
ded toward the girls. “She’s here. We just 
have to find her.” 

“| hope so. One minute I’m clinging to 
hope, and the next minute I’m fearful this 
is a cruel joke. We don’t know.” 

“I’m certain,” he said. “Can’t you feel her 
here, Eden?” 

“Maybe it’s wishful thinking.” 

He shook his head. “Trust me, Eden. 
Cling to that hope. We'll find her.” 

He had enough faith for both of them. - 
“I'll try,” she said. 
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aK 
Clay couldn't stop watching Eden. He 
should have seen it right away, that under- 
current of a changed soul. So much for the 
intuition he’d always thought he possessed. 
Now that he knew, it was clear to see. 

He put his hand in his pocket, and his 
fingers touched his digital picture viewer. 
Had she looked at pictures of Brianna 
lately? Pulling it out, he turned it on, smil- 
ing when Brianna’s chubby cheeks came 
into view. 

“What's that?” 

“| like to look at these,” he said. He 
showed it to her. Brianna was cradled in 
his hand at the hospital. His hand was 
nearly as big as she was. 

“Oh, Clay,” she whispered, her voice full 
of tears. “I had that picture enlarged and 
hung it over my bed. On bad days, that’s 
how | imagined her. Cradled in God’s hands.” 

Her insight gave him pause. “And now 
we know that he’s been taking care of her 
all this time.” 

She took the viewer and advanced to 
the next picture. The two of them were 
staring down at their baby with expres- 
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sions of awe. In the next picture, they were 
gazing at one another with love in their 
faces. His breath caught. He’d forgotten 
about that one. He hardly dared glance at 
her, but she didn’t go on to the next photo 
like he’d expected. 

“We were so young,” she said softly. 

“Now we're old and decrepit?” 

She shook her head and looked at him. 
“| didn’t mean that. We didn’t have any idea 
what life had in store for us. The pain that 
was coming our way in a few short weeks.” 

Tell her. He wanted to say that he’d never 
wanted her to leave. That he wished he’d 
been there to comfort her during those 
dark months after Brianna was taken. He 
opened his mouth. 

“Look, Miss Eden, a tarantula!” India’s 
voice was full of excitement. 

Eden broke their eye contact. “Get away 
from it, India!” 

“It won’t hurt her,” Clay said. 

“lve heard those things jump.” 

“They don't usually bite. It’s more afraid 
of her than you are of it.” He pointed to the 
way the dark blob crawled under a yucca - 
plant. 
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Eden shuddered and steered the little 
girl in another direction. “Let’s play with 
the other girls.” 

But the children preferred to poke at the 
tarantula. Clay took a stick away from Ka- 
tie and directed them to a rocky outcrop- 
ping with a path that appeared safe. “Let’s 
climb to the top.” 

The children squealed and raced for the 
top as he and Eden chased them. From 
the heights, the view of the Rio Grande 
was even more magnificent. 

“People,” Lacie said, pointing to about 
ten people, men and women, hurrying 
through the desert in single file. 

Eden glanced at him with a question in 
her eyes. “Illegals,” he mouthed to her. He 
could try to call them in, but by the time 
the Border Patrol arrived, they would be 
long gone. 

“We'd better get back,” he said, herding 
the group back down the trail. “It’s almost 
time for our outing to Big Bend.” 


THE THERMOMETER STOOD NEAR NINETY, BUT 
the desert breeze was dry and brisk. The 
girls were piled into the back of the Blue- 
bird Ranch van, an older model that was 
neat and rust-free. Eden sat two seats 
back with one arm around Lacie and one 
arm around Katie. She relished the way 
the girls had taken to her. 

Zeke rode shotgun with Clay driving, 
and Della and Rita were in the back with 
the older girls. Clay turned into the lot by 
the park headquarters. The girls chattered © 
excitedly, showing one another their cam- 
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eras. He’d bought an inexpensive digital 
camera for each of them. 

“Everyone out,” he said, opening the van 
door. 

The girls squealed and jostled for the 
door. Eden counted heads. 

Clay led them onto a trail that had veg- 
etation marked. “Here we are. | want you 
to walk single file. Zeke, you bring up the 
rear and make sure no one wanders off,” 
he said. 

Eden reluctantly let go of the small 
hands she’d been holding. “Look, there’s a 
roadrunner,’ she said, pointing to the bird 
by the agave plant. 

The girls all shrieked, and before any- 
one could show them how to use a cam- 
era, the bird ran off into the desert. “I think 
we need a little lesson first,” she told Clay. 

He grinned and began instructions on 
the camera. Eden’s eyes glazed over when 
he started talking about picture composi- 
tion and where to aim the camera. Her 
gaze wandered to the high peaks around 
the park. Though stark, the place was 
beautiful, but she wouldn’t want to be lost 
in the desert. It could be brutal. She saw 
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something move by her foot and jumped 
out of the way as a tarantula lumbered by. 

Shuddering, she went to stand by Clay. 
She glanced around, counting heads once 
more. Wait, there was one missing. She 
counted again and realized Katie’s red hair 
was nowhere to be seen. “Clay, where’s 
Katie?” 

“| told her she could go to the bath- 
room.” He jerked a thumb in the direction 
of the ranger building. 

“Not by herself!” she scolded. 

She jogged across the desert to the la- 
dies’ room, where she found Katie wash- 
ing her hands. Eden realized she might 
have overreacted. This was a family park, 
and the girl had only gone twenty or thirty 
feet to the bathroom. But she wanted no 
Snakebites, no run-ins with any of the 
scary creatures that inhabited this desert. 

She took Katie’s hand to go back, but 
the little girl stopped and tugged her fin- 
gers free. “I forgot Button!” 

Button was the much-loved bear with 
the missing eye. “Where is he?” Eden 
asked. | 

“| left him in the stall.” She pointed. 
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“ll get him. Wait here.” Eden walked to 
the back stall and pushed it open. The 
bear was on the floor. Ick. Not very sani- 
tary. She’d have to wash him when they 
got home. When she returned to Katie, 
she handed her the bear. “Let’s get back 
to taking pictures.” 

She pulled on the door handle but it 
seemed to be stuck. Frowning, she jerked 
on it again. What on earth? 

“You're doing it wrong,” Katie said. She 
grabbed the handle and pushed. It didn't 
budge. 

“Hang on a minute.” Eden stooped and 
peered through the crack in the door. “It 
appears to be locked. Maybe the janitor 
locked it accidentally.” 

But it was the middle of the afternoon. 
And they’d notified the rangers they were 
bringing a group of children today. She 
banged on the door. “Hello,” she called. 
“Can someone let us out?” 

She tried to keep panic out of her voice. 
Being locked in brought back too many 
memories from her childhood. Was there 
breathing on the other side of the door? 
The hair stood on the back of her neck as 
she listened. “Who’s there?” 
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Silence. She was jumping at shadows. 
There was no one there. The faint stench 
of smoke came to her nose. She sniffed 
again. It was stronger now. Was the place 
on fire? It was all she could do not to beat 
on the door in panic. 

Katie tugged on her blouse. “Miss Eden, 
are you all right? You’re scaring me.” 

“I’m fine, honey.” Eden picked her up 
and hugged her. “We'll call to Mr. Clay 
from the window. He’ll come and unlock 
the door for us.” She retreated to the win- 
dow and cranked it open. She could see 
Clay on the trail. He was showing Lacie 
how to use her camera. “Clay, | need help,” 
she called. She had to raise her voice and 
repeat it. 

His head came up and he turned toward 
the building. “Eden? Where are you?” 

She waved, not sure he could see her 
in the window. “In the ladies’ room. Some- 
one locked the door. |. . . | smell smoke.” 

He jogged to the building. She heard 
him at the door, then it opened and he 
stuck his head in. 

“It wasn't locked,” he said. | 

“Well, | couldn't open it.” Now that 
he was here, her courage came flooding 
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back. “Go back out and let me try from in 
here.” 

He shrugged and complied. Once the 
door had closed, she pulled on it and it 
opened easily. “I know it was locked,” she 
said. “I tried and tried to open it. | saw the 
lock thrown too.” She gave Katie a pat on 
the behind. “Go join the other girls,” she 
said. 

After Katie ran off, Eden sniffed the air 
again. “Did you smell the smoke?” 

“A cigarette.” He pointed to a still- 
smoldering butt perched on the edge of 
the sidewalk. 

“Did you see anyone out here?” 

He shook his head. “Were you fright- 
ened?” 

She hugged herself. “Clay, the door was 
locked. | know it was.” 

“A childish prank maybe. There’s a 
group of teenage boys here.” He frowned, 
his gaze intent on her face. “We can’t dis- 
count it, though.” He hugged her. “Stay 
close to me. I'll be on my guard. Don’t be 
afraid.” 

Easier said than done, but she kept her 
mouth shut and followed him back to the 
children. 
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Bluebird Crossing was a town with only 
one eye open. Or so it seemed to Eden that 
night as she peered through the café win- 
dow at the sleepy town. She could almost 
imagine it was the West Texas version of 
Mayberry. Red-and-white-checkered table- 
cloths covered the tables, and the decor 
was vintage fifties. The aromas of enchila- 
das mingled with those of roast beef and 
fried potatoes. 

“There they are,” Clay said when a 
couple stepped into the café and came 
toward them. He rose and waved. “Over 
here.” 

Eden liked the looks of Gracie Wayne 
right off. Petite with fine blond hair and a 
dusting of freckles across her nose, she 
looked like the girl next door. Her hus- 
band, Michael, was military and had the 
erect posture to prove it. Good looking 
too. Eden liked the way he guided his wife 
with his hand at the small of her back. He 
clearly loved her. 

The couple reached the table, and the 
men shook hands and introduced their © 
wives before they were seated. “Good to 
get you back here,” Michael said. 
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Back here? Eden glanced at Clay. She’d 
thought the men knew each other from the 
air force. 

“Feels a little surreal to come home,” 
Clay said. “Thanks for putting in a good 
word with the Baileys for me.” 

She should have asked him if the Waynes 
knew that Brianna was somewhere at the 
ranch. She’d assumed they didn’t, but it 
was clear that the two men shared a spe- 
cial friendship. There was so much about 
her husband that she didn’t know. 

“| hear you have three children,” she said 
to Gracie after the server brought their iced 
tea. 

Gracie smiled. “Jordan, Evan, and Hope. 
We're a blended family.” 

Michael grinned. “About to be homoge- 
nized.” He patted Gracie’s belly. 

The gentle swell told the tale. “Congrat- 
ulations! When are you due?” Eden asked, 
trying to ignore the tiny stab of longing. 

Gracie blushed. “Not for four months. 
The kids are so excited.” She leaned her 
chin on her hand. “How did the two of you 
meet?” | 

Eden shrugged. “The usual kind of story. 
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He was a handsome soldier on leave and 
| was on vacation.” 

Clay grinned. “Handsome? You thought 
| was handsome?” He nudged Michael. 
“Pll bet you can’t say the same, buddy.” 

Michael nodded. “You’re so right. She 
took one look at me and fainted.” 

“Stop it, Michael,” Gracie said, shaking 
her finger at him. 

He grinned and slipped his arm around 
her. “I’m a lucky man, and | know it.” 

“You two still act like newlyweds,” Clay 
said. “I hear you’re an EMT and own the 
only helicopter in the county. Rick says 
you're the go-to guy for everything.” 

The men started talking about work, 
and Gracie smiled and shook her head. 
Watching her and Michael, Eden wished 
she could feel so relaxed and free with 
Clay. What had they missed? She’d blamed 
their distance on his absence, but maybe 
it was more than that. Maybe it was some 
fundamental flaw in her. She knew she 
had walls. Over the years, she’d tried to 
tear them down, but her defense mecha- 
nisms were too strong. : 

After a pleasant evening, the couples 
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walked outside together. As Eden waved 
good-bye to her new friends, she found 
herself tongue-tied with Clay. Did he ever 
think about what a marriage was sup- 
posed to look like? 

“Ready to go home?” he asked. 

“| need to walk off dinner a bit,” she 
said. He offered his arm, and she took it 
hesitantly. They strolled the empty side- 
walk along closed storefronts. When they 
stopped in front of the coffee shop, the only 
place except the cafe that was still open, 
she stopped. “Why didn’t you tell me you 
were from around here?” 

His easy smile vanished. “You never 
asked where | was from.” 

“You didn’t think the fact that the kid- 
napper brought Brianna back to your home 
area was significant? | thought the loca- 
tion was just a random choice, but it seems 
it was personal.” 

“It couldn’t get more personal.” 

“So we basically stepped into the lion’s 
den?” 

“| suppose so. But talking about it wouldn’t 
have changed our minds. I’d face anything 
to get my daughter." 

“Our daughter,” she corrected. 
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His lips tightened. “Our daughter.” He 
ran his hand through his hair. “Look, | just 
didn’t want you to worry. It’s my job to 
worry about the danger.” 

“This is exactly what broke up our mar- 
riage!” She turned and ran back toward 
the truck. She heard his footsteps behind 
her, but she didn’t slow until his hand was 
on her arm and he pulled her around to 
face him. 

“What do you mean by that?” he de- 
manded. 

She was so tired. Tired of fighting, tired 
of pretending, tired of the mask she al- 
ways wore. “You always thought about 
what you should do. It was never us, what 
we should do. We were two separate peo- 
ple, never one unit. | realized that tonight 
watching the Waynes.” 

His hand dropped from her arm. “Maybe 
so. | wanted to take my responsibilities se- 
riously. A man isn’t supposed to let his 
wife worry about anything.” 

“Who says? If they are one, they share 
everything. The good and the bad. At least 
that was always my dream. | didn’t have — 
the best role models, so | didn’t have it all 
figured out.” 
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“| hate fighting,” he muttered. “That’s all 

we seemed to do, and we're starting it 
again.” 
“At least we’re talking when we're fight- 
ing.” 
He tipped his head and stared at her. 
“Do you start fights on purpose, then?” 

She started to shake her head, then 
thought better of it. “Maybe | do. There’s 
nothing worse than being ignored.” As a 
child, she’d spent too many nights stand- 
ing outside in the cold by herself. Or eat- 
ing a peanut butter sandwich alone. 

“| never wanted you to feel ignored. Just 
protected.” He opened the truck door for 
her. She fastened her seat belt, but he 
didn’t close the door. “Would you like to 
see where | lived?” he asked. 

It was such a small thing, but she didn’t 
miss the trepidation in his voice. She nod- 
ded. “Yes.” 

“It’s on our way.” He shut the door and 
went around to his side. 


10 


HE’D DRIVEN THIS ROAD A MILLION TIMES. CLAY 
turned onto the dirt drive and wondered 
when the grader had last been down it. 
Darkness was falling quickly, but the moon 
was bright tonight. 

“Are there any other houses back here 
but yours?” Eden asked. 

“Nope. It’s a dead end. Which is proba- 
bly why the potholes are so bad.” He hit 
one and the truck bottomed out and slewed 
in the road before he straightened it. 

Why had he even suggested coming | 
out here? The ghosts had long been laid 
to rest in his heart. Or had they? Maybe 
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that was it. He needed to confirm this for 
himself. He turned the truck into the dis- 
used lane. Tumbleweeds were strewn 
around the yard and the drive. His head- 
lamps illuminated several piled against the 
door, which was half open. 

“Looks like vandals have been out here,” 
he said. He parked the truck ten feet from 
the house and shut off the engine. 

She glanced at him. “Are we getting 
out?” 

“Sure.” He shoved open his door, but 
the minute his boots hit the dirt, he wanted 
to climb back in. The ghosts still lived here. 

Eden was beside him before he could 
change his mind and drive off. She craned 
her neck to look at the roof, which had a 
gaping hole in it. “You lived here all your 
life?” 

“Until | was eighteen. | went to college 
in San Antonio, then joined the air force.” 

“Where are your parents now? You have 
two siblings, right?” 

So strange that they were only now talk- 
ing about these things. They’d barely 
skated the surface of their histories when 
they were together. “It’s been several years 
since I’ve seen my sisters. One lives in 
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Boston and the other in Oregon, so we are 
never together in one place.” 

“Do your parents live near one or the 
other?” 

He shook his head and advanced to the 
door. It had once been a grand Santa Fe— 
style home. There was an interior court- 
yard that had probably been taken over by 
snakes and scorpions. It had all fallen into 
disrepair after being abandoned fifteen 
years ago. 

“So where do they live now?” She fol- 
lowed him. 

He kicked the tumbleweeds out of the 
way and pushed open the door. A frantic 
rustling noise warned him not to go in. He 
blocked the doorway with his arm. “Scor- 
pions.” 

She shuddered and stepped away. “It 
was quite a place. Sad to see it in sucha 
state.” 

“Things deteriorate quickly in the des- 
ert. By the time | inherited it, it was in sad 
shape.” 

“Why didn’t your parents sell it?” 

“My parents fought all the time and fi- — 
nally divorced. They tried to sell it, but the 
real estate market this far out is lousy, and 
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my mom wasn't willing to let it go at a loss. 
So they finally gave up and gave it to us 
kids.” 

“Could it ever be brought back, or is it 
too far gone?” 

“It’s solid. Well built and stuccoed. The 
roof would need to be repaired, and some 
serious pest control done. It would take 
some time and money.” He led her around 
to the side of the house and pointed. 
“There’s a barn and paddock. A good spring 
in the back of the property where me and 
my sisters used to go swimming.” 

“Your parents?” she asked again. “Where 
are they?” 

He shrugged. “My dad moved to Mexico 
and hangs out with all the senoritas. Mom 
remarried Dad’s best friend and lives in 
Florida.” 

She winced. “I’m sorry. I’m sure that was 
painful.” 

“It was okay until | hit sixteen. Then ev- 
erything was a battle.” 

“And we repeated that cycle,” she said, 
a ghost of a smile touching her lips. 

“There's that,” he agreed. 

“Do you like the house?” 
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She studied the house again. “It could 
be lovely. | imagine there are open beams 
inside, tile floors.” He confirmed this with a 
nod. “I’d love to see it in the daylight. And 
without the scorpions, of course.” 

His fingers found the pendant in his 
pocket. He wanted to give it back to her, 
but only when the moment was right. 

“Brianna would love it,” she said, her 
gaze drifting back to the yard where a 
grove of trees surrounded the spring. “So 
this is your house now? You own it?” 

“| do. My sisters signed off on it a cou- 
ple of years ago. They said they were 
never coming back here.” 

“But you weren't so sure?” 

“| loved this place once.” He wished he’d 
brought her here in the daylight. But then 
maybe the mess would look worse. “I 
might renovate it.” 

“It would take a lot of money.” 

He stared at her in the moonlight. “Ima 
rich man, Eden.” 

“You are? Soldiers make that much 
money?” 

He grinned. “I had hazardous-duty pay, 
but | inherited a lot of money from my 
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grandmother a couple of years ago that 
I've never touched.” He frowned at a move- 
ment by the barn. “Who’s there?” he called. 

He heard rustling and rushed toward the 
barn. An engine roared to life and a small 
truck shot from the open door and Ca- 
reened away down the dirt drive. The Toy- 
ota barely missed sideswiping his truck. 
The bed held several people, but it was too 
dark to make out any features. 

“Who could have been here?” Eden 
asked. 

“Probably a coyote hauling illegals,” he 
said. 

“Those we saw from the hill?” 

He shrugged. “I think I’ll take a look.” 

He jogged back to the truck and got the 
flashlight out of the glove box. Eden fol- 
lowed close behind, and he could tell by 
her breathing that she was tense. If he’d 
had a gun, he would have brought it to re- 
assure her. The beam from the flashlight 
illuminated discarded clothing, soda cans, 
and other debris. All the tack that had been 
hanging on the walls was gone, evidently 
stolen by the illegals and others who had 
passed through here. 

For a moment he wished he’d kept this 
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place up and never gone off to the military. 
Would his life have been any different? 
When he turned to go, he ran into Eden. 
Smelling the apple fragrance in her hair, he 
knew he would do it all over again, just for 
the chance to have met her. 


Eden gave each of the girls new hair- 
brushes to make sure they had uncontam- 
inated DNA samples for Clay to send in. 
On Wednesday Eden stood at the fence 
by the corral. Dust swirled in plumes from 
under the horses’ hooves. She coughed 
and stepped out of the line of fire as best 
she could, steering the girls toward the 
fence. 

“| want to ride that one.” Lacie pointed 
to a paint horse that was rubbing against 
the barn siding. 

“It’s too big,” Eden said, instantly regret- 
ting it when the little girl’s face puckered. 
“How about the red one?” She pointed to 
a reddish pony with a sweet face. 

The nearest cowboy, Buzz, shook his 
head. He was covered with red dust. “Don’t 
let her fool you. She’s a devil on hooves. 
She'll try to scrape the kids off her back 
when you’re not looking.” 
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Eden gulped. “I’m not sure this is a good 
idea.” 

“The kids love interacting with the horses. 
And the mares love it too. Don’t you, girl?” 
Buzz patted the paint, which had moseyed 
over to take a lump of sugar from his palm. 

She shuddered when she saw the 
mare’s teeth. “Won't she bite you?” 

“Naw. She’s gentle.” He gave her a final 
pat. “I'll saddle up the horses. We got two 
or three | trust with kids this young.” 

In afew minutes he’d saddled the horses 
and had them ready to go. She scurried 
out of the way as he and Clay had the girls 
take turns on the animals. Their animated 
faces made her smile. 

“Look at me,” Katie called. “I want to do 
a handstand.” 

Clay shook his head. “No way, kiddo. 
You stay right in that saddle.” 

Eden thought the child would cry, but in- 
stead she looked relieved. Paige, who never 
seemed to smile, squealed and waved 
grandly as she passed Eden’s perch on 
the fence. The child was actually pretty 
when she was animated. Only Madeline 
had refused to get on a horse. She played 
outside the fence with Spot, her puppy. 
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Eden watched Clay as he interacted 
with the children. The man was a natural- 
born dad. He said he wanted Brianna with 
him all the time. He deserved it too. He’d 
always believed she was alive somewhere. 
That showed more faith and hope than 
she’d ever dreamed he could feel. 

Her memory went back to that note on 
the door. You shouldn’t have brought her 
here. Even now the ominous tone made 
her shiver. They’d heard nothing else. Not 
a problem in the bunkhouse, not a call. 
Nothing. 

And what about Brianna? The only thing 
they could do would be to live close together 
so they could share their daughter. After all 
she’d been through, Brianna deserved 
having them both with her. 

A family. The thing she thought she’d 
never have. Not now. What if they stayed 
together? Oh, the thought was ludicrous. 
Even if she were willing, Clay wouldn't be. 
The best they could hope for was an ami- 
cable relationship where they put Brianna 
first. Maybe that would be enough. It had 
to be, because she didn’t have it in her to | 
hope for more. 

“Now you, Miss Eden,” Lacie called. Her 
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braids bounced on her shoulders as she 
came past on the horse. Rita had done a 
good job with the girl’s fine hair. 

“| don’t think so, honey,” Eden said. 

Before she could react, Clay’s big hands 
were on her waist. He lifted her down from 
the fence and turned her toward the paint. 
He smelled of man, dust, and the faint tinge 
of soap. He’d had a shower after breakfast, 
but stubble still darkened his chin. 

“Smile,” he said in her ear. “Don’t show 
any fear. You can do this. The girls expect it.” 

The protest died on her lips when she 
saw the girls turn eager faces toward her. 
She was a role model even if she didn't 
want to be. “I’m not dressed for it.” She 
glanced down at her shoes and expensive 
slacks. 

“Your clothing will wash.” He guided her 
to the side of the horse. “Put your left foot 
in the stirrup.” 

She so didn’t want to do this. Her in- 
sides were shaky. Coward. Weakling. All 
the name-calling in the world didn’t stop 
her hands from trembling. Dust coated her 
tongue and swirled around her feet. Her 
designer shoes wore a layer of red and 
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the stuff tinged her pants as well. She 
might never get the stain out. 

“You're game to try it?” His eyes warmed 
as they looked her over. 

The man was entirely too handsome. 
And he likely Knew the way his touch turned 
her insides to mush. “You've left me no 
choice.” 

Gritting her teeth, she hoisted her left 
foot into the air and stuck it through the 
stirrup. Clay’s warm hands remained at her 
waist. They felt much too natural on her. It 
was as if five years had dropped away into 
the canyon behind the ranch. 

“Now step up,” he instructed. 

She lifted herself with his help and threw 
her right leg over the saddle. “I should put 
the other foot in this stirrup?” she asked, 
looking down the mare’s rounded side. 
From this vantage point, the horse seemed 
even bigger. The ground was much too far 
away. It would hurt if she fell. 

“Yes. And take the reins.” 

“Don’t turn me loose!” 

“I’ve got a hold on the bridle.” He beck- 
oned Buzz. “Can you adjust the stirrup on | 
that side? They’re too long.” His fingers 
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brushed her ankle as he lengthened the 
strap. 

The saddle was hard under her bottom 
and against her inner thighs. Could she 
even perch here without falling? It felt so 
precarious. But the girls’ faces were avid 
with excitement and she couldn't disap- 
point them. Or Clay either, though she 
hated to admit she wanted to see admira- 
tion in his eyes. 

He put the reins in her hands. “Hang on 
to the horn.” 

The horse took a step, and she lurched, 
then clutched at the saddle horn. Then the 
jarring ride smoothed out as Clay led the 
horse around the corral. The girls clapped 
as she passed by them. She was doing it! 
Actually riding a horse. Something she’d 
sworn never to do. And it wasn’t so bad. 
Not if it made Clay’s eyes glow with pride. 


11 


SHE NEEDED A SHOWER. EDEN SWIPED DUSTY 
hair behind her ears and squinted into the 
noonday sun. A rumble came from the 
driveway, and she turned to see a line of 
cars and pickups pulling up to the house. 
Two pickups and two cars. She recognized 
Allie’s red compact. Women got out of all 
the vehicles and started toward the house. 

Allie saw her and waved. “Eden! Come 
join us for coffee,” she called. 

Though the last thing she wanted was to 
allow other women to see her in such a di- . 
sheveled state, Eden could hardly refuse 
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the imperative tone in her employer's voice. 
She glanced at Clay. 

“I'll be here with the girls,” he said. “Buzz 
is going to teach them some roping tricks.” 

She wished she could stay and watch. 
The thought of Clay’s strong shoulders 
flexing as he roped a calf intrigued her. 
Bad Eden. That physical magnetism he 
possessed had gotten her into this trouble 
in the first place. 

“Clay, l’m a mess! You could save me,” 
she said. 

He draped an arm around her shoul- 
ders. “You look great. The friendships will 
do you good.” 

It was as if he knew she needed a bit of 
encouragement. The embrace was broth- 
erly, but her own reaction was anything 
but sisterly. She nearly stood on tiptoe and 
brushed a kiss on those firm lips. Too hast- 
ily she tore out of his embrace, then re- 
gretted it when she saw his eyes cloud. 
He thought he repelled her when the very 
opposite was true. 

“lll be back,” she said, keeping her tone 
distant. She’d rather he didn’t know of her 
attraction. 

Everything felt different here. She walked 


LONESTAR ANGEL 129 


across the sandy yard toward the house. 
Friendships were usually so superficial in 
Eden’s world. Jealousy was quick to spring 
up, and coffee dates in Boston where 
she’d grown up were times of talking about 
other women, men, jobs, men again, and 
other women again. The raw land here 
seemed to inspire close confidences. 
Maybe it was because survival depended 
on others. 

She already felt herself changing here. 
Letting down her guard in small ways. 
Reaching out and wanting to let the inner 
ice thaw. She heard laughter when she 
reached the screen door and immediately 
stiffened, thinking the others were laugh- 
ing at her dusty appearance. Or were they 
mocking her designer shoes? Then she 
made out Allie’s voice telling the women 
about how she'd put sugar in chili the first 
time she’d made it and Rick had eaten it 
anyway. 

Not many women that Eden knew poked 
fun at themselves. She pasted on a smile 
and eased into the back of the living room. 

A pretty blond woman with striking — 
blue eyes saw her and smiled. “You must 
be Eden. I’m Shannon MacGowan. My 
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husband, Jack, and | are next-door neigh- 
bors. My, how pretty you are.” 

“Thanks.” Eden wasn’t sure what to do 
with her hands. Or where to sit. When had 
another woman complimented her? Never 
in her memory. 

These women made her realize how in- 
adequate she was for this job. Their jeans 
were as natural to them as the sand out- 
side. They’d be able to ride a horse like 
they drove a car. Facing the vast expanse 
of wilderness exhilarated them and left her 
feeling inadequate. They wouldn't have 
screamed at the sight of the snake the 
other night. They would have stomped it 
with their boots. And that tarantula on 
Tuesday at the park? They would have 
picked it up and put it in a safe place. 

Allie patted the cushion beside her on 
the sofa. “Sit here and I'll introduce you. 
You just met Shannon. She’s a vet, and 
her husband owns the biggest ranch in 
West Texas. And you know Gracie.” 

Gracie smiled. “I was looking forward to 
seeing you again.” 

The last woman was older, probably 
near sixty. A pair of wire-rimmed glasses 
perched on her nose, and her sharp eyes 
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looked Eden over. “I’m Julia, also Known 
as Judge Julia. You look familiar.” 

The woman was a judge. What if she’d 
seen the write-up in the papers when Bri- 
anna was taken? The kidnapping took 
place in San Antonio—not so far away, 
given how this area didn’t even have its 
own newspaper. 

Eden managed a smile. “I have one of 
those familiar faces.” 

“That’s not it,” Julia said, her eyes nar- 
rowing. “It will come to me.” 

Not if Eden had anything to do with it. 
She didn’t want any law enforcement look- 
ing at her and Clay with suspicion again. 
“What’s going on here?” she asked, glanc- 
ing around the room at the excited faces. 

Julia’s focus wavered. “Planning the 
menu for our missions conference at 
church. We’re doing an international din- 
ner. Want to help?” 

“?m not much of a cook.” 

“| have the recipes for everyone. Pretty 
easy.” The older woman handed her a pa- 
per titled “Thai Coconut Chicken.” 

Eden wanted to hand it back to her, but | 
she didn’t dare. The woman might start 
questioning her again. “Coconut chicken? 
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I'll see what | can do.” She glanced at Rita, 
who came into the room with a tray of cof- 
fee and cookies. “Rita might need to help 
me.” 

“If it's got coconut in it, you’re on your 
own,” the woman said, placing the tray on 
the table. “I can’t even stand the smell.” A 
small pill bottle rolled from her apron, and 
she quickly retrieved it. She looked a little 
pale. 

“You okay?” Eden asked. 

Rita grimaced. “Migraine.” 

Allie’s smile faded. “Go lie down awhile. 
We can take care of ourselves.” 

“Thanks, | think I'll do that,” Rita said. 

Shannon poured herself a cup of coffee 
and glanced at Eden. “I saw that hand- 
some husband of yours in the corral with 
the children. How long have you been mar- 
ried?” 

Eden started to answer, then checked 
her initial response of a year. “Six years. We 
went out to see the house where he grew 
up. A Toyota went tearing out of the barn.” 

Julia lifted a brow. “Illegals?” 

“That’s what Clay thought.” 

“We've had a lot of problems with that 
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lately,” Gracie said. “Drug-lord wars have 
spilled across the border nearly every 
week. You're lucky they didn’t shoot at you. 
Where is the house?” 

Eden told her. “It was gorgeous once.” 

Gracie nodded. “I’ve seen it. Michael 
showed me when we found out you two 
were coming. Are you going to live there 
again?” 

Eden glanced at her hands, wishing she 
hadn't brought up the house. “I don’t know. 
It would take a lot of work to repair it.” 

“It would be worth it. Lots of room for 
kids, eventually,” Shannon said. 

“It was dark, so we didn’t get a good 
look. It’s very isolated. Is it safe?” 

“With your big husband around, any- 
where is safe,” Allie said, smiling. 

As the conversation went back to food, 
Eden leaned against the cushions and 
wondered if she would ever fit into this 
countryside as well as these women did. 

ak 
The little girl was much too quiet. Eden 
glanced at Lacie sitting beside her, so 
composed. Her bare feet dangled off the - 
edge of the truck seat, and she didn't tug 
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at the seat belt the way so many children 
would have. Her hands were folded in her 
lap, and she stared straight ahead. 

Eden had been glad Clay interrupted the 
women’s planning with a child’s chewed- 
up shoe in his hand. Their kind probing 
had left her uncomfortable. And she wanted 
to get away from Judge Julia’s inquisitive 
stare. 

“The dog didn’t leave much of your 
shoe,” Eden said to Lacie. “Shall we look 
for sneakers or sandals?” 

Lacie glanced at her from the corner of 
her eye and tucked her chin before shrug- 
ging. Eden wasn’t sure how to draw the 
little girl out. She’d hoped to learn more 
about Lacie this afternoon in a private out- 
ing to get more shoes. 

“| heard Sister Marjo is coming next 
weekend to see you,” Eden said. 

Lacie lifted her head and her face bright- 
ened. “How many days is that?” 

“Ten.” 

The animation vanished as if wiped 
away by a giant hand. Lacie dropped her 
chin again. 

“You must really love Sister Marjo.” 

The little girl nodded, a bob so slight 
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Eden nearly missed it. Lacie crossed her 
feet at the ankles and turned to stare out 
the window. The desert landscape rolled 
out as far as the eye could see. A gleam of 
white in the distance caught Eden’s atten- 
tion. The truck rounded a curve and she 
made out the tattered remains of a trailer 
park. Her gut tightened. She hated the re- 
minder of the life she’d led until she was 
eight. Though she wanted to avert her 
gaze as they passed the decaying mobile 
homes, she had to look. She could almost 
hear her mother yelling at her. 


“GO ON OUT NOW. HE’LL BE HERE ANY MINUTE.” 

Eight-year-old Eden felt the sting of 
tears in her eyes and blinked. She was 
much too old to be whining, according to 
her mother. “It’s cold, Mama.” 

Her mother lined her eyes with black 
liquid that made the skin look harsh and 
thin. “Put on your mittens. You can make a 
snowman.” 

“| want to play with my doll.” A lady from 
church had given Eden the baby doll. It 
wasn’t new and had ink marks on the 
cheeks, but it was the first doll she’d ever 
owned. And there were clothes to go with 
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it. She could spend hours changing outfits 
on the doll she’d named Sally. 

“Your silly games aren’t going to change 
a thing. Get outside and take the stupid 
doll with you.” Her mother wheeled to glare 
at her. “He'll be here any minute. Get go- 
ing before | take a belt to your legs.” 

Her mother would do it too. Eden slowly 
went to the only closet in the trailer, a tiny, 
cramped space in her mother’s bedroom. 
She barely managed to pull down her coat. 
There were holes in her mittens, and she 
had no boots, but she knew better than to 
complain again. When she turned back 
toward the room, she lost her balance 
and toppled to the floor. Her forehead 
thumped the footboard on the bed, and 
the force of the blow brought tears to her 
eyes. She pressed her fingers to the spot 
that was already beginning to bump out. 

“Quit crying. You’re not hurt.” Her mother 
pulled her roughly to her feet and pushed 
her toward the door. “You’re going to look 
ugly when your father comes to see you 
tonight.” 

The last thing Eden wanted was to be 
ugly, to see her father’s face cloud with an- 
ger the way it had when she’d cut her 
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bangs with scissors. Tears spilled down 
her cheeks. “I want to look pretty for Dad,” 
she said. 

“Another reason to go outside and put 
some snow on your forehead. Now get out 
of here.” 

Her mother was pulling on a blue filmy 
thing when Eden went to the door. “That’s 
pretty, Mama.” 

Her mother smiled and pirouetted in 
front of the mirror. “If Mr. Smith thinks so, | 
might have enough money to get you 
some pizza tonight. If you're a good girl 
and stay outside. Now scoot.” 

Even the thought of pizza failed to lift 
Eden’s spirits. It was scary out at the play- 
ground. The big kids threw rocks or made 
the swing go too high. But there was no 
persuading her mother, so she put on her 
coat and went outside. 

Snow spit her in the face as she pulled 
the trailer door closed behind her. As she 
went down the cracked sidewalk, she saw 
the car drive up. It was shiny and black. 
Newer than Eden was used to seeing. The 
man didn’t get out until she was across the | 
street, and she got only a glimpse of his 
heavy coat and a hat pulled low on his head. 
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She still had that image of her mother 
twirling in the mirror when she returned 
three hours later to find her mother gone, 
with no trace other than the scent of her 
face powder still lingering in the bedroom. 


EDEN BLINKED AND PUSHED THE MEMORY 
away. She glanced at Lacie and saw the 
child staring with rapt attention at a trailer 
near the road. Its green shutters hung 
askew. Through the gaping front doors, 
she glimpsed the tattered remains of an 
orange sofa. 

“No one lives there,” Eden said. 

“It looks like the other one,” Lacie said. 

“Other one? Did you live in a mobile 
home once?” 

Lacie shook her head. “Sister Marjo 
takes me to see her niece sometimes. But 
I’m not supposed to tell the other sisters.” 

“Why not?” 

“Mother Superior doesn’t like Sister 
Marjo’s niece. She says she’s loose. Does 
that mean her joints might fall apart?” 

No way was Eden going to answer that 
one. “Where is this trailer Paik you visit? 
In Dallas?” 

Lacie nodded. “By the park.” 
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seeing the mobile homes seemed to 
have unlocked Lacie’s tongue. Whatever 
these visits were, they’d impacted her 
mightily. “How often do you go?” 

Lacie twisted in the seat for one final 
glimpse of the trailer. “Il don’t know. Some- 
times.” 

“What’s the niece’s name?” 

“Taylor. She’s nice. She kisses my 
cheek and calls me her little darling.” 

Was it possible that Lacie was this Tay- 
lor’s child? “You don’t live at the convent, 
do you?” 

Lacie shook her head. “I visit lots. Sister 
Marjo saved me, so she’s ’sponsible for 
me.” 

A strange situation. The nun had found 
her five years ago yet had stayed involved. 
So maybe Lacie wasn’t Brianna. 


12 


THE SWEET SCENT OF HAY, VERY DIFFERENT 
from the smells of exhaust and smog Clay 
was used to, filled his lungs as he showed 
the girls how to feed the horses. They gig- 
gled and threw flakes of hay at one an- 
other. Dust motes danced in the sunlight 
streaming through the window opening. 

He glanced at his watch. Eden had been 
gone for an hour. Surely she’d be back 
with Lacie soon. When the horses were 
fed, he led the girls back to the house to 
wash up for the meal. He sniffed the air. 
“Chili for supper, | think.” 

“Yay!” Madeline said. When the other 
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girls ran on ahead, she slipped her hand 
into his. 

Her fingers closed around his in a confi- 
dential way that warmed his heart. Her 
blond hair bouncing, she skipped along 
beside him. He thought she looked a little 
like the pictures he’d seen of Eden when 
she was a child, but maybe all little girls 
were similar. 

Her fingers tightened on his when a 
dented Ford came rolling up the drive. The 
sun had turned the red paint to a rust color. 
The back window on the passenger side 
had been busted out, and a black plastic 
bag fluttered in the opening. He glimpsed 
a woman behind the wheel. 

Madeline stood stock still, her smile 
gone. “It’s my mother,” she whispered. 
“She’s not supposed to come here.” 

Clay searched his memory. Rick had 
said Madeline’s mom was filing for cus- 
tody. “She was in the hospital, right?” 

Madeline nodded, watching as the car 
lumbered to a stop. “She was in the loony 
bin,” she said in a confidential tone. 

He winced. “She has some mental ill- . 
ness she’s fighting,” he said gently. 

“She scares me. Mom doesn’t like her.” 
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“Your foster mom?” Clay watched a woman 
get out of the car. Even from here he heard 
the door screech. That old rust bucket was 
bound for the junk heap soon. 

Madeline nodded and hid behind his 
leg. “Mom said | don’t have to talk to her.” 

“You run ahead inside. I'll talk to her.” 
He watched the little girl run up the porch 
steps like someone was chasing her. And 
maybe someone was. He didn’t know all 
the background. Just that the woman had 
been diagnosed with schizophrenia. If the 
doctors deemed her well enough to func- 
tion, there should be no real danger. 

He intercepted her determined stride 
up the walk toward the house. “May | help 

ou?” 

About fifty and thin as the fence rail, the 
woman was dressed in jeans that were 
stained with what looked like blood but he 
assumed was red paint. Was that smear 
of red on her forehead a cross? Her fin- 
gers were stained too when she held out 
her hand to shake his. She was very blond, 
and it looked natural. 

Her grip was strong, almost like a man’s. 
“lam here to get my daughter, Madeline,” 
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she said. Her accent seemed to indicate 
she might be Scandinavian. Her gaze wan- 
dered over his shoulder toward the house. 

He resisted the urge to step away from 
the unsavory stench that he thought ema- 
nated from her hair. “Get her? Camp won't 
be finished for another month.” 

She leaned in and stabbed at his chest 
with her forefinger. “She belongs to me. 
You can’t stop me from taking her.” 

“Do you have a court order to allow you 
to take her? She’s not in your custody.” 

A crafty expression flitted across her 
face before she hid it. “| am her mother. | 
have rights.” She dug into her pocket. “And 
| have this.” She handed him a wrinkled 
paper stained with smears of red, blue, 
and yellow. 

Her name was Else Bjorn, so his im- 
pression of a Scandinavian accent was 
correct. He smoothed out the wadded 
document and scanned it before handing 
it back to her. “This just says you are fil- 
ing for custody of Madeline. It doesn’t say 
the custody is granted.” Poor woman. He 
knew the pain of having a child being ~ 
taken away. 
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“She is my daughter. You have no right to 
keep her from me.” The woman attempted 
to brush past him. 

He blocked her path. “I’m sorry. | can’t 
allow you to see her. You don’t have any 
visitation rights.” 

Large tears pooled in her eyes. “Just for 
a minute,” she begged. “She needs to 
know her mama loves her. | am fighting for 
her. Those people put me in jail and are 
trying to turn her against me.” 

Was that how she saw it? No way should 
this woman be out on her own. She couldn't 
take care of herself, let alone Madeline. 
Was there someone he could call about 
this? He’d have to ask Rick or Allie. And as 
he stared at her, he considered her age. 
Madeline was five. This woman was at 
least fifty, unless something other than 
years had aged her. 

“lm afraid you'll have to talk to the judge 
about this. You don’t want to scare Made- 
line, do you?” 

“Why would her own mother frighten 
her? She wants to see me. | know she 
does.” 

He might have to call the sheriff. Agita- 
tion came off the woman in waves. Her 
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pupils were dilated too, and he wondered 
if she was on any kind of medication for 
her condition. “Not today,” he said in a 
soothing murmur. “She’s eating right now. 
Talk to the judge and come back when he 
Says it’s okay.” 

Her shoulders slumped and she turned 
back toward her car. She rummaged in- 
side a moment. “I have something for you.” 
She emerged and wheeled toward him. 

A blade glittered in her hand, and her 
face twisted in a snarl. She leaped toward 
him with the knife raised over her head. 
The moment seemed poised in time, al- 
most surreal, as the woman's blond hair 
flew out behind her and the knife arced 
toward his chest. 

Almost too late, he gathered his wits 
and dodged to the left. The blade barely 
missed his shoulder, and he felt the wind 
of its passing. He twisted back toward 
her and seized her wrist. She fought back 
ferociously, baring her teeth and trying to 
bite his arm. He blocked her and forced 
the knife from her fingers. The anger 
drained from her face, and she went limp. | 
He eased her to the ground and yelled for 
Rick. 
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While the other man called for the sher- 
iff, Clay watched her, but she never raised 
her head from her knees as she sat curled 
in a ball. 


aK 

Surreptitiously, Eden glanced at the time, 
then watched Lacie pick up first one shoe 
then the other. The child had been patient 
when Eden stopped at another store to 
buy pajamas that covered her more than 
the lace teddy she’d been sleeping in. La- 
cie’s eyes had brightened when they 
stepped into the small shoe store. 

“Where do you usually buy shoes?” 
Eden asked. 

Lacie stopped with her hand poised 
above a pink sneaker. “My foster mom 
brings them home from Walmart.” 

“You don’t try them on?” 

The little girl shook her head. “She mea- 
sures me. She says she won't take me to 
the store because all the kids ask for 
things. That’s not fair, though. I’ve never 
asked for anything.” 

Lacie had an odd kind of maturity. Even 
her syntax seemed advanced to Eden. 
“Let's try these on,” she said, picking BRK a 
pair of pink Nikes. 
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Lacie’s eyes widened. “They have the 
swoosh on them. They cost too much.” 

“| can afford them.” She resolved not to 
submit the bill to the ranch. “Sit there.” 

As Lacie clambered onto a nearby 
bench, Eden’s cell phone played “The 
Voice” by Celtic Woman, which meant 
the caller wasn’t in her contacts list. She 
clawed the phone from her purse, but it 
had already rung four times by the time 
she swiped it on and saw Unknown on the 
screen. For a moment she was tempted 
not to answer, but what if the caller was 
Clay and he had his number screened? 

She touched Answer Cail on the screen 
and put it to her ear. “This is Eden.” An 
electronic noise filled her head. “Hello?” 

“| Know what you did,” the man whis- 
pered. The sound of the voice gave her 
chills. Then she realized there was an 
electronic device distorting it. 

She clutched the phone to her ear and 
turned her back to Lacie. “Who is this?” 
she demanded. 

He knew what she did. What did that 
mean? 

The voice vibrated with rage. “You'll pay 
and pay dearly. | took Brianna once. This 


148 COLLEEN COBLE 


time will be worse. Much worse. You 
shouldn’t have come.” 

The kidnapper. The blow nearly dou- 
bled her over. “Don’t you touch my baby!” 
she said fiercely. 

“How will you stop me?” he sneered. 

“What do you want from me? I'll do what- 
ever you say. Just leave Brianna alone.” 

“Anything, Eden? Really? Would you 
walk away from Bluebird Ranch right now? 
Leave Clay behind? I’ve seen the way you 
look at him. You still love him, don’t you?” 

She glanced quickly around the store. 
Was he here somewhere? Watching her? 
“No, of course not. | haven’t thought of 
him in five years.” 

“| didn’t think you’d have the nerve to 
come here with Clay. You’re going to wish 
you hadn't.” 

The past week had allowed her to put 
that nightmare behind. “I’m just here for 
Brianna. Nothing else.” 

“Prove it. Leave today. Right now.” 

Everything in her rejected the demand. 
Not when she was so close. “I’m not aban- 
doning Brianna.” 

“See? | knew you wouldn’t do anything. 
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Now you know too. And you'll have no one 
to blame but yourself.” 

She paced on the carpet in front of the 
shoes. “My daughter is here and I’m not 
leaving without her.” No more trying to ap- 
pease him. He wasn't going to intimidate 
her. “What do you want with me anyway?” 

The man laughed. “Do you really know 
who you are, Eden? If you did, you wouldn't 
be so smug.” 

She shuddered at the venom in this 
voice, but no enemy came to mind. “I know 
who | am. Who are you?” 

“Remember, whatever happens, you 
brought it on yourself.” 

The click in her ear told her he’d hung 
up. She put the phone back in her purse 
and composed herself. Pasting on a smile, 
she turned back to Lacie. “How do those 
shoes fit?” she asked in a fake bright tone. 

“| think they are good.” Lacie had slipped 
from the bench and was walking a few feet 
on the carpet. “Can | really have them?” 

“Of course. Let me check the size.” 
Eden knelt and pressed on the toes and 
arch, but her mind raced and her hands 
trembled. She needed to talk to Clay. 
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“Do they fit?” Lacie’s voice was hopeful. 

“They sure do. Let’s go pay for them 
and get back to the ranch. We’ve already 
missed dinner.” 

“We can eat leftovers.” 

“| think we'll grab some chicken nuggets 
on the way home. How does that sound?” 

The little girls expression brightened. 
“We’re eating out?” 

“| think a little treat is in order,” Eden 
said, forcing herself to be in the moment. 
The caller was a nightmare, but this time 
with Lacie was reality. After all, she might 
be her Brianna. 

“| can’t eat nuggets, though. I’m ’lergic 
to wheat. But can | have french fries? And 
chili?” 

“Whatever you like.” She paid for the 
shoes. “Want to wear them?” she asked 
Lacie. 

The little girl nodded. Eden had her sit 
on a bench, and she slipped on socks, 
then the shoes. “Now for food,” she said. 

She ordered their meal to go from the 
cafe next door. While she was waiting, she 
and Lacie stepped next door and bought a 
large java from Desert Coffee, then re- 
turned to the cafe. When the order was 
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ready, she took Lacie’s hand and went out 
to the parking lot where she’d left the truck. 
The lot held only a small yellow car. She 
stared down the street but saw no big black 
truck. 

Was she mistaken about where she’d 
parked? Maybe it was on the other side of 
the street? But no, she was sure it was 
right here. 

Lacie ate a fry, then licked her fingers. 
“Where’s our truck? It was parked there.” 
She pointed to the spot where the car sat. 

“| Know.” 

Lacie was admiring her shoes. “Maybe 
Mr. Clay had to borrow it back.” 

“You might be right.” Someone had sto- 
len Clay’s fancy truck. He’d be livid. Was it 
the man who had called her? A chill shud- 
dered through her. He was here. Some- 
where close. Watching, waiting to strike. 

She pulled out her phone again, then 
realized she didn’t know Clay’s cell num- 
ber. “Let’s go see the sheriff while we wait,” 
she said. 

Lacie skipped along beside her as they 
crossed the deserted street to the sheriff’s 
office. Only a receptionist was inside, and 
the woman told her she'd page the sheriff, 
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who was out on a call. When Eden stepped 
back outside, the yellow car was gone, and 
the truck was right where she’d left it. She 
saw a flash of yellow and turned to see the 
car driving away with a teenage boy be- 
hind the wheel. Had he taken the truck, or 
was it a coincidence that he’d parked 
there? 

She took Lacie’s hand and walked slowly 
across the street. When she opened it, a 
male cologne wafted to her nose, and it 
wasn’t Clay’s. 


13 


IT WAS MUCH LATER THAN CLAY HAD EXPECTED 
by the time the tires of his black truck 
crunched up the gravel drive. He left the 
girls watching a video in the main house 
with Rick and Allie’s daughter, Betsy, and 
went out to meet Eden. A fiery sunset 
backlit the hulking peaks of the surround- 
ing hills, and he glanced around, an odd 
chill on his spine. 

Both doors on the truck opened, and 
Lacie ran to him. “See my shoes,” she said, 
lifting one for his inspection. “Miss Eden 
bought them for me. And we had supper 
out!” Without waiting for his response, she 
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took off for the house. “I have to show the 
girls!” 

He grinned and watched her leap the 
steps and rush inside. When he turned 
back toward Eden, he sensed a wariness 
in her stance. “Something wrong?” 

“Someone took your truck for a joy ride,” 
she said. She came around the front of 
the truck and stopped two feet from him. 

“Who?” 

“| don’t know. | went to report it to the 
sheriff, and when | came back out, it was 
back in the space.” 

He frowned. “You sure you looked in 
the right space?” 

Her face went white. “Yes, | know ex- 
actly where | parked it. The spot was 
empty.” She hesitated. “Maybe it was just 
a kid out for a joy ride. There was a yellow 
car in the lot too, and it belonged to a teen- 
ager.” 

“Is that it? You seem more upset than 
the incident would warrant.” Even in the 
gloom, he could see her tremble. He curled 
his fingers into his palm to keep from 
reaching out to pull her close. 

“lL... [gota phone call.” Her voice shook. 

He straightened. “Kent?” 
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“No, no.” Her voice became stronger as 
anger replaced fear. “It was the kidnapper.” 

“How do you know it was him?” 

“He said he took Brianna once and he 
could do it again.” Her voice began to 
shake again. “I think he took the truck. To 
rattle me.” 

Clay’s hands clenched into fists. “He’s 
not getting his hands on her,” he said fiercely. 
“Or you.” 

“We have to protect our girls, Clay.” Her 
voice was panicked. 

“We'll protect them all.” He couldn't help 
but reach out and hold her when he heard 
her choked voice. She collapsed against 
his chest. It had been so long, yet she fit 
there as if she’d never left. 

How had he let her go? Fighting for her 
had seemed pointless at the time. Each of 
them had been full of recriminations and 
hurt, and neither had been willing to bend 
and listen. God forgive him, he’d blamed 
her too. It shamed him to admit it to him- 
self. He’d been consumed with the what- 
ifs. What if she hadn’t gunned the engine? 
What if he’d delivered the ransom money 
alone? What if he’d never gone back to 
South America? The blame he’d felt toward 
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her had radiated from him, and their frag- 
ile relationship had splintered. 

“Why is he doing this?” she whispered 
against his chest. “He seems to be intent 
on revenge against me.” 

“Against you, not me?” They’d both as- 
sumed the kidnapping had something to 
do with him. The drug money stolen during 
the bust. A piece he’d written that had of- 
fended someone. Some picture he’d taken 
that had humiliated a subject. 

Sniffling, she pulled away. “He said that 
whatever happened, I'd brought it on my- 
self.” 

“Brought what on yourself?” 

“| don’t know. He asked me if | knew 
who | really was. Almost as if he knew I'd 
grown up in a foster home.” 

“You've offended someone pretty badly. 
Who could it be?” 

“| can’t think of anyone.” 

Her foster brother would know every- 
thing. “I bet | know.” 

“It’s not Kent. He’s an honorable man. 
He sent me off without any strings. Be- 
sides, someone else sent you the picture. 
Kent didn’t know about us until you showed 
up.” : 


LONESTAR ANGEL 157. 


“Pm not talking about Kent. I’m talking 
about Daniel. Think about it. He was hang- 
ing around the whole time we were mar- 
ried. Commiserating with you about how 
terrible it was when | flew off to Colombia 
for that mission. Right there to help when 
you walked out.” 

She held his gaze. “Daniel’s like a brother. 
There was never anything between us. We 
grew up together, for Pete’s sake! That feels 
dirty for you to even say it.” 

“You're not biologically related.” 

“He’s my brother in every way that 
counts.” 

Maybe she felt that way, but that didn’t 
mean the slimeball hadn't reveled in their 
breakup. Clay hadn't trusted him one bit. 
“How did he take your romance with Kent?” 

The flicker of her lids showed her un- 
certainty. “He didn’t say much about it.” 

“’m not surprised. You never noticed 
the way Daniel looked at you. Like you be- 
longed to him. He objected to Kent too, 
didn’t he?” 

“What if he did? He was just looking out 
for me.” 

“Have you heard from Daniel since 
you’ve been here?” 
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Her frown held confusion. “He called 
the night you showed up but didn’t leave a 
message. H-He hadn’t been accepting my 
calls.” 

“What does that tell you?” 

“That he would have gotten over it, just 
like he got over me marrying you. I’m all 
he has. | should call him again.” 

“Again? You've tried calling him?” 

She frowned and nodded. “Before you 
showed up and since we’ve been here. He 
still hasn't returned my calls, though, which 
isn't like him.” 

His insides felt like they were twisted 
ropes of hot lead. Forbidding her to call 
the jerk would escalate the tension, but he 
wanted to tell her to open her eyes. The 
guy was way too possessive. 

“He had the nerve to call me up after 
you left me,” he said, unable to hold it in 
any longer. 

Backing away, she shook her head. 
“Daniel called you in South America?” 

“Sure did. Right in the middle of an in- 
terview. Told me you were through with 
me. Like | didn’t know that already.” 

She batted her eyes and chewed on her 
lip. “He never told me.” | 
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“Of course he didn’t. He thought with 
me out of the picture, he could move in on 
you. Why didn’t he? Or did he try and you 
were too naive to see it?” 

“Well, he tried to kiss me once,” she ad- 
mitted, almost to herself. “I told him it was 
sweet of him to try to comfort me, but | 
didn’t need that kind of attention. | just as- 
sumed...” 

“You guessed wrong. | bet he’s fuming 
since he found out you ran off with me.” 

“He'd understand | have to find Brianna.” 
But her lids flickered and she glanced away. 

At least she had a few doubts. Crossing 
his arms across his chest, he glared at 
her. “If he’s so understanding, why hasn't 
he called?” 

“I’m sure he has a good reason.” 

She was blind where that guy was con- 
cerned. “Dinner’s getting cold,” he said. 
She walked behind him into the house. 

When they stepped into the living room, 
Paige came rushing toward them. “Mr. 
Clay, look what | found!” She thrust a yel- 
lowed yearbook at him and pointed to a 
picture of the Spanish Club. “Is that your | 
dad? India says that boy’s name is Clyde 
Larson.” 
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He stared at the photo. “No, it’s my 
cousin.” The boy beside his cousin made 
him squint and take a closer look. /t couldn't 
be. “Eden, look here.” He thrust the book 
under her nose. “Who does that look like?” 

She leaned over the page and gasped. 
“It’s the kidnapper who drowned!” 

“| thought so too. Says here his name is 
Jose Santiago.” 

“We need to let the detectives who 
worked on the case know,” she said. 

He nodded. “Santiago is a common 
name, though. It may tell them nothing.” 
But that man’s identity might be the clue 
they needed to figure this all out. 


Eden gave the sheriff a statement about 
the missing truck. She and Clay also 
showed him the picture of Jose Santiago, 
and he promised to call the detective about 
it. He already knew about the snake and 
the note on the door. 

After he left, Eden flounced in the bed. 
she held the cotton quilt under her nose 
to blot out the alluring scent of Clay on the 
other side of the bed. Those moments in 
Clay’s arms when she got home tonight 
replayed over and over in her head. How 
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natural it had felt. How wonderful. It had 
taken all her strength to make herself back 
away. Had he felt anything at all? She 
doubted it. All he wanted was to find their 
daughter. 

Which was her goal as well. Her only goal. 

Clay’s accusations against Daniel made 
her squirm. He’d been like a brother since 
she was ten. There wasn’t anything be- 
tween them but friendship. Both foster 
kids, they’d clung together through their 
growing-up years in the same foster home. 

But why hadn’t he called? She should 
call him again. Before she realized it, her 
bare feet were on the cool hardwood 
floors. She eased open the bedroom door. 
Clay’s even breathing didn’t stop, so she 
pulled the door shut noiselessly behind 
her and padded down the hall. The glow 
of the nightlight lit the path. She hesitated 
long enough to peek in on the girls. All 
sleeping. 

The clock on the stove glowed the 
numbers 10:10. After eleven back in Indi- 
ana. She went to the sofa and picked up 
the phone. Sinking onto the cushion, she 
listened to the call go through. His phone © 
rang five times, and she was trying to 
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decide whether to leave a message or 
hang up when he finally answered. 

“Hello, Eden.” 

His voice was odd. Cold, detached. Nor- 
mally, he was happy to hear from her. This 
man seemed a stranger, not her best 
friend. “How did you know it was me?” 

“| heard you went to Bluebird Ranch. 
That’s what came up on the caller ID.” 

“Daniel? You sound—odd. Is something 
wrong?” 

“What could be wrong?” Still that re- 
moteness. 

“You haven't called.” 

“You run off with a husband who de- 
serted you and leave me without a word.” 
The words ran together, faster and faster. 
“| finally got it, Eden. | might be stupid but 
| finally got it.” 

She paced in front of the sofa. “What 
are you talking about?” 

“Good old Daniel was always there to 
pick up the pieces, wasn’t he? Well, I’m 
through being your whipping boy.” Passion 
finally sparked his voice. He was nearly 
shouting by the time he finished. 

“You were never my _ whipping rt 
You're my best friend.” 
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“| showed you in so many ways | wanted 
to be more than that, Eden. When you 
decided to marry Kent, | thought | could 
deal with it. I'd start easing away so | 
didn’t humiliate myself any more than | 
already had.” 

To her horror, she realized he was cry- 
ing. Her throat tightened, and she wanted 
to weep with him. “Il never knew, Daniel. 
Really. | love you like a brother.” 

“Brother! | don’t want to be your brother. 
Lover, husband. That’s my role. But you 
never saw it. You’ve kicked me for the last 
time, Eden Davidson.” 

“Larson, she whispered. “My divorce 
from Clay was never finalized.” Why hadn't 
she understood all this sooner? 

“So | heard. How do you think | felt—to 
find out from rumors around town? Couldn't 
you at least have bothered to call me your- 
self? If I'm your best friend and all.” 

“I. ..1...” She gulped back the tears. 
“You're right. | should have. Clay told me 
Brianna was still alive, and everything else 
just flew from my mind.” The strength ran 
out of her legs, and she sank onto the ~ 
ground. What had she done to Daniel? 

Silence echoed on the other end of the 
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connection. “Brianna? | hadn’t heard that 
one. What kind of trick is he pulling on you 
now?” 

“No trick. She’s here. We'll figure it out 
in just a few more days.” 

“Then what?” His voice softened, grew 
lower. 

Was he hoping .. . ? Surely not. “Then 
we try to rebuild our lives. To help her get 
over whatever has happened to her.” 

“You’re not coming home?” His voice 
was sharp again. 

“Not now. Brianna is all that matters.” 
The reminder of her priorities strengthened 
her. She rose and leaned against the wall, 
wrapping the cord around her arm. 

“| see. Of course. | was never important. 
| keep trying to find some way around that 
truth.” 

The silence on the other end was so long 
she thought he’d hung up on her. “Daniel?” 

“I’m here.” He sighed, a long, drawn-out 
sound. “| went by your apartment. Doesn’t 
look like you forwarded your mail. Your 
box was full so | took it inside.” 

“Thanks.” Where was this going? 

“There was a letter from the court. | 
opened it.” 
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“You opened my mail?” 

“It looked important.” 

She couldn't be angry. She’d always 
| shared everything with Daniel. “What was 
it?” 

“Your birth mother is trying to find you.” 

Of all the things she might have guessed, 

the thought wouldn’t have crossed her 
mind. “What does the letter say?” 

‘Just what | told you.” 

“My birth mom.” She couldn't take it in. 

“What if | don’t want to see her?” 
“Nothing will proceed unless you agree. 
| tried to call them to get more details, but 
the receptionist said you'd have to call 
yourself. I'll text you the phone number.” 

Eden couldn't think past the pain squeez- 

ing her chest. After all these years, her 
mother was trying to find her. Why? And 
did she even want to see the woman after 
all these years? What good would it do? 
But even as she tried to talk herself out of 
it, the desire to ask her mother why she’d 
been abandoned welled up. 

“Send me the number,” she said. 

“| said | would. Then we’re square. 

Good-bye, Eden. Don’t call me again.” | 

The connection broke in her ear. She 


166 COLLEEN COBLE 

stared at the phone stupidly. Her best 
friend was gone. Maybe it was for the best. 
She'd been so blind. What else was she 
wrong about? Everything? 


14 


THE MOON SPILLED IN THROUGH THE WINDOW 
as Eden tiptoed back into the bedroom. 
Her nose was still clogged with tears. As 
she reached her side of the mattress, the 
moon went behind a cloud and plunged 
the room into darkness. Feeling her way, 
she pulled back the sheet and quilt. 
Clay’s side of the bed was much too 
quiet when she eased between the sheets. 
The springs squeaked and she winced. 
She was cold, so cold. Mostly because she 
knew what she was going to do. Tomor- 
row she would call the office and say she 
wanted to see her mother. Then what? Did 
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she expect her mother to rush to her with 
open arms? To ask for forgiveness? And 
could Eden even give it if her mother 
asked? 

Shivering, she pulled the sheet up to 
her chin. It was hot outside, but the air- 
conditioning was too cold. Or else it was 
stress. Clay's warmth radiated out from 
him, and remembering how safe she'd felt 
in his arms earlier, she wished she could 
curl up against his back. 

Clay’s deep voice came out of the dark- 
ness. “Is your brother okay?” His voice 
was derisive. He rolled in the bed, and the 
springs protested. 

“L...1 don’t Know what to think,” she 
said. To her horror, her voice shook. He 
wouldn't understand her quandary. He’d 
go see Eden’s mom, tell her she was 
worthless, then never see her again. Good 
riddance. Eden should feel that way too, 
but she didn’t. 

“Hey, what’s the matter?” He scooted 
closer, and his arm came around her. His 
breath stirred her hair. “Did you have to 
cover yourself from head to toe?” he asked, 
a smile in his voice. He didn’t wait for an 
answer. “Tell me what’s upset you.” 
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The musky scent of his skin left her mo- 
tionless when she should have moved 
away. His warmth seeped into her. He 
pulled her closer and she didn’t protest, 
though every nerve shouted the danger to 
her emotions. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

His fingers tangled in her hair, and he 
pulled her so close there was no room 
down the full length of her body. Danger! 

“It's dark. You can tell me your secrets 
and | can’t see your face.” His lips brushed 
her cheek. 

The desire to talk to him swept over her. 
What could it hurt to unburden her soul? 
There’d been so few times in her life that 
she could tell anyone how she felt. Even 
when they were together before, she was 
always sure he’d married her because she 
was pregnant. 

What was different now? She couldn't 
define the difference, but she knew it was 
there. There was a special bond now that 
had never existed before. The wariness 
that had held them apart was gone. 

She turned her face against his neck 
and inhaled. “My mother wants to see me.” — 
His hand smoothed her hair. “So tell her 
to come down. There’s room here in the 
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bunkhouse.” His warm chuckle came from 
the darkness. “I’d like to see your foster 
mom sharing a bathroom with the kids. 
She'll be in there and one of them will 
come flying in yelling at her to get out of 
the way.” 

She should laugh, but nothing felt funny. 
“You don’t understand. My real mother.” 

His arm seemed heavier across her mid- 
section. His muscles hardened too. His 
hand quit petting her hair. “After all these 
years?” 

She nodded her head, though she knew 
he couldn't see it. Her throat thickened. 
She hated to cry. Strength, not weakness, 
was admirable. “I want to ask her why she 
abandoned me. But | don’t want to face 
that rejection all over again.” 

His lips brushed her brow in the dark- 
ness. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” His breath 
stirred her hair, then his lips trailed down 
the side of her face. “You don’t have to 
see her if you don’t want to.” 

She held her breath and nearly turned 
her head to press her lips against his. 
What was she thinking? This was much 
too dangerous. But she was too languor- 
ous to move, her muscles too heavy with 
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desire. They’d always had this chemistry 
between them. She never should have 
agreed to this charade. But all her internal 
protests weren't enough to make her 
move. 

She pulled away a fraction. “I think | want 
to see her. Is that crazy? She doesn’t love 
me, but | still love her. She entertained 
men, and those were awful nights. But | 
also remember the evenings we watched 
TV and ate pizza together.” 

“It’s perfectly understandable.” 

“Is it?” she whispered. “To love some- 
one who doesn’t love you back?” 

“Maybe she realizes her error. She 
might have found God too.” 

Was that possible? She’d prayed for her 
mother. Somehow it made the pain of re- 
jection better. Clay touched her cheek and 
turned her face toward him. She was help- 
less to resist him. 

“lve missed you, Eden. So much.” 

His lips trailed across her face to her 
lips. She couldn't help the way her arms 
came up and pulled him closer. Why 
not? They were married. It was perfectly 
natural. But even as the thought crossed © 
her mind, she heard a tap at the door. 


172 COLLEEN COBLE 


“Miss Eden?” Madeline’s voice. “Paige 
wet the bed and it got on my nightgown.” 

Clay groaned and his arm fell away. “I 
thought five was too old to be wetting the 
bed.” 

“They’re still babies.” She felt cold with- 
out his arms around her. “I'll be right there,” 
she called, swinging her legs out of bed. It 
was just as well. Making love to him would 
have led to endless complications when 
the time came for their lives to separate. 


4k 

The bedding had been changed and the 
girls settled. Clay still detected the faint 
stench of urine, but the apple candle Eden 
lit was quickly chasing the odor from the 
room. The candle’s flickering light illumi- 
nated five eager faces turned toward 
where they sat on the edge of the bed with 
Katie and Paige. 

“Sing to us,” Madeline demanded. “Do 
you know ‘Amazing Grace’?” 

Clay didn’t want to look at Eden’s ex- 
pression, but he had to. He’d overheard 
her singing in the shower a time or two, but 
she never sang when she thought some- 
one was listening. She was biting her lip as 
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she tucked the blanket under Katie's chin. 
The air conditioner hummed. 

“| know the song,” Eden said. “But you 
need to go to sleep.” 

“| have to hear it,” Madeline insisted. “1 
tried to play it on the CD tonight, but it’s 
scratched.” The other girls chimed in with 
their pleas as well. 

Clay saw Eden physically wilt at the 
plaintive tones in the girls’ voices. “I'll sing 
with you,” he said. 

“You can sing it by yourself,” she said. 

“He can't sing,” Lacie said, over in the 
next bed. “I! heard him in the barn today. 
He sounded like the cow.” 

Clay grinned. “Just for that, you might 
have to be tickled.” He wiggled his fingers 
at her, and she squealed and huddled un- 
der the covers. He looked at Eden. “I don't 
think you can get out of it.” 

She sighed and stared at Madeline’s 
determined face. “Then you have to prom- 
ise to go to sleep. Mr. Clay and | are tired. 
It’s nearly eleven.” 

“We will,” the girls said in a chorus. 

Tension radiated from Eden’s slim shoul- — 
ders, clad in pale blue cotton. He could still 
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feel the texture of her pajamas under his 
palm from earlier. Probably just as well 
they were interrupted. She had no intention 
of working on the marriage. Any entangle- 
ment would make the ultimate breakup 
even more painful. He would not think about 
how right she had felt in his arms. 

“You start,” he said. “lll chime in.” He 
waggled his brows at Paige, who giggled 
and pulled the sheet up to her chin, then 
sneezed. 

“‘Amazing grace, how sweet the sound.” 
Eden’s voice was a little choked but sweet 
and even. 

““That saved a wretch like me.” His 
raspy voice blended with hers. 

“‘l! once was lost but now am found. 
Was blind but now | see.’” His eyes stung 
when he saw the way the girls listened. 
Did they feel lost as they went from foster 
home to foster home? Only a couple of 
them had stayed in the same place. The 
hunger in their eyes made him want to 
gather every one of them in his lap and 
never let go. 

And Eden. She’d had the same experi- 
ence they had. He saw the sheen of her 
eyes and the way she gulped down her 
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emotion. What would have happened to 
them all but for God’s grace? His gaze 
met Eden’s across the bed as the song 
ended. The pathos in her eyes told him 
she saw it too. The hunger for love in these 
little girls. | 

“Time for sleep, kiddos,” he said. He 
and Eden made the rounds, brushing 
kisses across every cheek. “Love you, 
honey,’ he told each little girl. The starved 
way they wrapped their arms around his 
neck brought a lump to his throat. Katie 
didn’t want to let loose of Eden, and he 
watched her hold the child close. 

He followed Eden back to the living 
room and dropped onto the sofa. “That 
was hard,” he said. “They need love so 
badly. Every one of them.” 

Her eyes were moist when she turned 
to stare at him. “You love kids so much. 
Why didn’t you just sign the divorce pa- 
pers and remarry? You could have had 
two or three more by now.” 

“God hates divorce. So do |.” His voice 
shook, and he tugged his boots off. There 
were so many things they'd never told each 
other about their past and how those things — 
had shaped the person they’d become. 
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“My parents divorced when | was seven- 
teen,” he said, wincing when his voice 
showed his pain. “I always thought it was my 
fault. They were always arguing about 
something, and usually it involved me. 
Whether | would be allowed to stay out 
late the night of homecoming. Whether | 
should have a job. | realize now | was just 
a convenient excuse to show their dislike 
for each other.” 

He glanced up to see sympathy in her 
eyes. Was there any hope of tearing down 
the walls between them? He was willing to 
try. 

She sat beside him on the sofa. “You’re 
worried about Brianna and how growing 
up with us divorced would affect her.” 

“Aren't you?” 

“Of course. She’s been in a foster home, 
without the security and love of her own 
parents. We don’t even know what kind of 
circumstances Brianna has been in, but 
looking at the girls’ reports, not one has 
been in a place I’d want our daughter to 
experience.” 

He tried to read her expression, but she 
kept her gaze on the clasped hands in her 
lap. “Do you still have any hope left, Eden? 
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Hope for that perfect little family we 
dreamed about once?” 

She raised her eyes to his. “Sometimes. 
But I’m afraid, Clay.” 

His pulse leapt at her admission. “You 
think I’m not? | failed you and Brianna 
once. | want to be here for you both and 
never let you down again.” 

Something flickered in her eyes. He 
wanted to believe it was the beginning of a 
bit of trust and hope, but before he could 
nail it down, one of the girls let out a heart- 
stopping scream. 

“Get away, get away!” the child’s voice 
shrieked. 

Clay leaped from the sofa and rushed 
for the bedroom. Eden was right behind 
him. They spent the next hour soothing 
Katie from her nightmare, but watching 
Eden’s face, he wondered if she was think- 
ing about what he'd said. 


1 


EDEN’S EYES WERE BLEARY FROM LACK OF 
sleep. She’d tossed and turned much of 
the night with the words of the old hymn 
echoing in her brain one minute and the 
thought of what she would say to her 
mother the next. She sat sipping her cof- 
fee with Allie and Della at the kitchen table 
while Rita bustled around clearing away 
the breakfast dishes. Beyond the window, 
Clay and the children were out with Rick 
and Zeke, headed to the corral for another 
riding lesson. | 

“| needed coffee this morning,” Della 
said, taking another swig. “One of the girls 
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was throwing up all night.” She nibbled on 
a piece of toast. 

“Eden, you’re pensive,” Allie said, dump- 
ing more Cheerios in Matthew’s bowl. 

Eden felt she didn’t know Allie well 
enough to bare her soul about her mother. 
Or God. “Paige wet the bed last night. And 
Katie had a nightmare. By the time we got 
the bedding changed and all of them set- 
tled down again, it was one.” 

Allie winced. “That was one of our fears 
when we agreed to take kids this young. 
We had plastic mattress covers put on all 
the beds.” 

“Good decision. She soaked everything. 
ll bring the laundry over after a while.” 

“Tepin will get it,” Rita said. “Won't you, 
Tepin?” she asked the quiet worker who 
was washing the dishes. 

Tepin nodded. “When breakfast is over, 
| get it.” 

“| hate to cause you more work,’ Eden 
said. 

“It is my job,” the woman said. 

“| want to watch Barney,” Matthew de- 
manded. He banged his spoon onto the — 
table and began to slide down from the 
chair. 
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“ll turn on the video,” Rita said. “Mad- 
eline will be sorry she missed it. And | 
made her some peanut butter fudge. | was 
hoping she’d hang around this morning.” 

“She’s glued to Clay,” Eden said. “All 
five girls think he’s Superman.” 

Rita smiled. “I’m making him the hero of 
my novel. He’s enough to make all my 
readers swoon.” | 

The other woman’s focus on her novel 
was cute. Eden took another sip of her 
coffee. “The girls have all had such a hard 
life. It's heartbreaking.” 

Allie’s smile faded. “That was the hard- 
est thing to get used to while running this 
camp. We love them for a little while and 
try to make as much difference as we can. 
Eventually we have to let them go, though. 
The only way | can get through it is to put 
them in God’s hands.” 

“Why would he let them go through 
something so awful?” Eden asked. “I’ve 
never figured that out.” 

Allie’s forehead wrinkled. “Life is hard, 
Eden. For everyone. We all have different 
challenges to face. All those hardships 
strengthen our faith and form us, though. | 
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suspect God has great tasks in mind for 
some of these children. They'll need great 
grace to accomplish those tasks, so great 
trials are needed.” 

Eden frowned. “You believe trials change 
us?” 

“Don’t you? Have you ever had a trial 
that didn’t?” 

When it was put that way, Eden sup- 
posed she hadn't. “Some changes aren't 
always for the better.” 

Allie shrugged, then stood and picked 
up Matthew’s bowl. “Only if we allow our- 
selves to be bitter and resentful over our 
lot in life. Sometimes we have to ask how 
we can allow this to make us a better per- 
son. There’s always a choice in how we 
react.” 

Della sat listening quietly. “Was that you 
| heard singing late last night? | thought it 
was ‘Amazing Grace.’” 

Eden smiled. “Madeline insisted. It’s her 
favorite song and she claimed she couldn't 
sleep without it.” 

“Sounded to me like you knew the song 
pretty well.” 

“| do.” Something squeezed in Eden’s © 
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chest. She stood and walked to the door. 
“You need me for anything, Allie? | have to 
make a call.” 

Allie shook her head. “I’m going to check 
on Matthew, then take Betsy over to play 
with Gracie’s daughter, Hope.” 

Rita came back into the kitchen and 
called after Tepin, who had slipped out the 
back door. “Bring those soiled linens and 
don’t dawdle. I’m doing laundry today.” 

Eden grabbed the portable phone from 
the wall and took it outside, where she 
settled onto the porch step. The breeze 
brought the scent of the desert to her nose. 
Some sweet smell from the wildflowers 
blooming on the hillside. The purple and 
yellow blooms fortified her for what lay 
ahead. She dug the number Daniel had 
given her out of her pocket and punched it 
into the phone. Her gut clenched as it be- 
gan to ring on the other end. The pen in 
her fingers slipped to the ground and she 
picked it up. 

The phone was answered by a woman 
with a gravelly voice that made Eden as- 
sume she was at least fifty. Or a smoker. 
Eden cleared her throat. “This is Eden... 
um...” Should she say Larson or David- 
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son? “Davidson,” she said. “Eden David- 
son. Someone from your office sent me a 
letter to tell me that my birth mother is ask- 
ing for contact with me.” 

“Ah yes, Ms. Davidson. Your foster brother 
said you weren't interested. If you'll give me 
your social security number, I'll log in your 
refusal.” 

“Actually, I’d like to contact my birth 
mother.” 

There was a pause on the other end. 
The gruff voice softened. “I’m sure she'll 
be happy. She’s been hounding my office 
for several days. Should | give her your 
number?” 

“Could you give me her number? I’d like 
to be the one in control of when we talk. | 
want to make sure I’m alone.” 

“Of course.” The woman rattled off the 
phone number. “Would you repeat it, 
please?” 

Eden read the number back to her. 
“Where is the 214 area code?” 

“That’s right here in Dallas. | have her 
address as well if you’d like that.” 

“| would.” It would take Eden some time 
to decide how she wanted her first contact 
with her mother to go. When she finished 
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writing down the address, she read it back 
to the clerk as well. “Thank you for your 
time.” She hung up and stared at the slip 
of paper. Why not call right now? 

But she couldn’t force herself to punch 
in the number. In her head, she heard her 
mother’s voice. “You're going to look ugly 
when your father comes by.” 

Would her mother have changed? She'd 
always had beautiful skin. Her hair was 
red-blond. Men turned to look when she 
walked by. She’d be much older now. 

Eden was afraid. That’s what kept her 
hands in her lap. What if her mother wanted 
to see her but the mean-spirited comments 
continued? What possible reason could 
she have to be looking after all this time? 

4k 

The riding lesson was over, and Clay 
turned the girls over to the Rodriguez cou- 
ple, who would be with them for about an 
hour as all the children did crafts together. 
Eden had never shown up, so he went in 
search of her. When he didn’t find her in 
the bunkhouse, he started for the back 
door of the ranch house. As he neared, he 
saw her bright-blue blouse and walked to- 
ward her. 
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She sat on the porch step with her phone 
in one hand and a piece of paper in the 
other. Her hair was curled and perfect. She 
wore immaculate navy slacks and pumps. 
He'd been sure that she would drop that 
mask of perfection within a day of hitting 
the ranch. To find she still clung to her 
city-girl image confused him. Was there a 
real person under that smooth exterior? 
He'd thought so last night. 

His boots crunched on a rock, and she 
looked up. Her eyes were swollen, as 
though she'd been crying. “You okay?” he 
asked. “What did your mother say?” 

“| haven't been able to bring myself to 
call her.” Her eyes darkened, and her voice 
trembled. “So many bad memories.” 

“Yesterday you remembered good ones 
too,” he reminded her. 

“In the night it seemed possible that she 
loved me. Missed me. In the daylight, it 
seems more likely she wants to yell at me 
more. Maybe she thinks | ruined her life.” 

“How could you ruin her life? You were 
a kid.” He dropped beside her on the stoop. 

She hunched her shoulders and clasped 
her knees. “I suppose it doesn’t make sense. | 
But nothing about this makes sense. Why 
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would she even want to contact me after 
all these years?” 

“Want me to call her?” The words were 
out before he stopped to think. 

Her head came up to reveal eyes full of 
hope. “You’d do that? | don’t know what to 
Say.” 

“Give me the phone.” 

She put the phone into his outstretched 
hand. “Want me to read you the number?” 
He nodded, and she read the number 
slowly. 

He listened to the ring on the other end 
and tried to think how to start the conver- 
sation. How old would she be? At least 
fifty, since Eden was thirty. Unless she’d 
had Eden as a teenager. Definitely a pos- 
sibility based on what he’d heard about 
her. 

After five rings, the call was picked up. 
“Hello.” The voice on the other end was 
male. Pleasant enough, though. Sounded 
like a man in his fifties or sixties. 

“My name is Clay Larson. Eden David- 
son is my wife.” It felt strange to say the 
word wife when they'd been apart so long. 
He glanced at the paper Eden held. “Does 
Nancy Santiago live there?” Santiago? He 
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glanced at Eden and wondered if she’d 
made the connection in her own mind. It 
was a common name, but the kidnapper’s 
name had been Santiago. Coincidence? 

“Oh yes, yes, she does. She has been 
hoping for this call.” The voice grew muf- 
fled. “Nancy, Eden’s husband is on the 
phone.” 

Chills raced up his spine at the excite- 
ment in the man’s voice. The woman made 
a smothered exclamation he couldn’t make 
out, but it was clear she’d been hopeful to 
hear from her daughter. Maybe this wouldn’t 
be a bad thing for Eden. He prayed her 
mother had changed, that this would bring 
healing and a new perspective to her. 

“Hello?” The woman’s voice was eager, 
almost girlish. 

If he didn’t know better, he’d think she 
was as young as Eden. “Hello, Mrs. San- 
tiago. I’m Clay Larson, Eden’s husband. 
She was given this number and told you 
were looking for her.” 

“Oh, | have been. For several years 
now. I’m so glad you called. Can | talk to 
her?” | 

He glanced at Eden and mouthed, “She 
wants to talk to you.” When Eden shook 
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her head violently, he spoke back into the 
phone. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible 
right now. Is there a reason you're looking 
for her?” 

“I'd think it was obvious.” The animation 
was gone from the woman’s voice. “She's 


my daughter. |... 1 didn’t do right by her. 
I'd like to see if she needs anything. Tell 
her I’m sorry.” 


Praise God. “That’s really good of you, 
ma’am.” 

“Can | see her? Maybe it would be bet- 
ter to say everything in person. | wasn’t a 
good mother, Mr. Larson.” Her voice broke. 

“Call me Clay. And we all make mis- 
takes.” He saw Eden tense and look at 
him with a question in her eyes. 

“| hope she can forgive me,” the woman 
said, her voice trailing off. 

“| think she will,” he said. Eden was go- 
ing to kill him, but he gripped the phone 
and made a decision. “Where could we 
meet?” Eden shook her head but he ig- 
nored her. “We’re in Texas too. How about 
Alpine?” 

“That’s about a day’s drive.” Nancy’s 
voice was eager. “We could meet Satur- 
day for dinner.” 
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“That will be fine. I'll research where we 
might eat and call you back.” 

“Pll be waiting. Call my cell phone, be- 
Cause we might be on the road. I'll pack 
immediately.” 

She gave him her number, and he jot- 
ted it down, then hung up. Eden’s fists 
were clenched when he looked at her. 
“We're meeting her Saturday in Alpine.” 

“lm not ready, Clay.” Her eyes flashed 
sparks. “Call her back.” 

“Some things you just need to face 
head-on. And this is one of those. I'll go 
with you.” 

“You won't leave me alone with her?” 

He put his arm around her and she 
rested her head on his shoulder. “Not for a 
minute.” He pressed his lips against her 
hair. 

“Did she sound...eager? What did 
you think of her?” 

“She sounded younger than | expected. 
How old is she?” 

“Forty-nine, | think. She had me at nine- 
teen.” 

“She seemed contrite over how she’d 
treated you. | think it will go well, honey. — 
We'll face it together.” 
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It might be the only thing she’d let him 

do for her. 

4k 
After dinner, Eden looked at five eager 
faces, lips stained red from the Popsicles 
they were finishing. They had plenty of time 
before bed. “Let’s build a tent house,” she 
said. 

“You mean we’re going camping?” Ka- 
tie asked, glancing at the darkening sky 
through the window. 

“Sort of. We'll get blankets and build 
rooms out of them. Each tent can be for dif- 
ferent things. You can make up what they’re 
for.” 

“| want the red blanket!” Lacie said. She 
ran for the bedroom and returned dragging 
the red fuzzy blanket from her bed. “My 
room is for the stuffed animals to live in.” 

“| want to play,” Madeline shouted. 

“Hang on, let me get out the blankets,” 
Eden said. She found a stack of linens in 
the hall closet and carried them to the liv- 
ing room. 

In minutes every chair and sofa was 
draped with blankets, and the sound of gig- 
gles made her smile across the room at 
Clay. — 
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“My room is for princesses,” Madeline 
announced. “I must find a dress for the 
ball. Do you have one | can borrow?” she 
asked Eden. “Your pink nightgown would 
be lovely.” 

Eden smiled at her serious expression. 
“It's in my top drawer,” she said. Made- 
line raced off to get her costume. “What’s 
your room going to be for?” Eden asked 
Katie. 

“For Olympic gymnasts. Would you like 
to see my floor show?” Katie pirouetted 
across the room, then did a cartwheel and 
came to a wobbly stop with her arms up. 

“Good job!” Clay said. He lifted her to 
his shoulders and paraded through the 
room to her tent. “The winner gets to go in 
first.” He set her in front of the opening to 
her tent room. 

Grinning from ear to ear, Katie bowed 
grandly. “Thank you. | will do another show 
soon.” She dropped to her hands and 
knees and disappeared inside. 

“My room is a hospital,” Paige said. “It’s 
for patients with allergies. No dust mites 
are allowed inside. I’m the nurse. | think | — 
should take your temperature,” she told 
Clay. “Il need a thermometer.” 
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“Use this,” he said, offering her a Popsi- 
cle stick. 

He opened his mouth and she stuck it 
in. A moment later she pulled it out. “Oh 
my, you have a temperature. We must put 
you to bed. Okay?” 

“Whatever you say, my nurse.” He winked 
at Eden, then crawled into Paige’s tent. 

Eden stared after them. Clay’s and Paige’s 
eyes looked so much alike, and Paige had 
that caregiving spirit she was seeing more 
and more in her husband. 

Madeline returned with Eden’s_ pink 
nightgown trailing around her bare feet. 
She had stuck bobby pins in her hair in an 
attempt to get her fine locks into an up- 
sweep. Dark blue eye shadow made her 
eyes look bruised, but her dimples were 
flashing. 

It was all Eden could do to keep from 
laughing. “You look lovely, Your Highness,” 
she said. Madeline loved girlie things, just 
like Eden did. 

Oh, which girl was theirs? It was so hard 
to know. She turned to India. “And what 
will we do in your room?” 

“My room is a Sunday school,” India 
said. “I’m going to teach my dolls about 
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Jesus. Then we can all pray for God to 
send me anew mommy and daddy.” 
Eden’s eyes filled. The faith of little chil- 
dren put her to shame. She hadn't even 
asked God what part she ought to play in 
this situation. All she’d done was follow 
Clay’s lead and come here to find her 
daughter. What did God expect now that 
she realized she was still married to Clay? 


16 


EXHAUSTED FROM THE BUSY DAY, EDEN SAT ON 
the porch of the bunkhouse and watched 
the storm approach. The night air held a 
hint of moisture. Lightning flickered off to 
the west, illuminating the jagged mountain 
peaks and leaving the scent of ozone in 
the wind. Storms exhilarated her. She felt 
alive with the thunder shaking the house 
and the flashes of lightning burning into 
her retinas. She was growing fond of this 
place of extremes. 

The screen door slammed and Clay 
stepped out to join her on the porch. “Della 
and Zeke are helping with the games, then 
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| told the girls to pick up their blankets and 
toys.” He dropped into the rocker beside 
hers. “Storm’s coming.” 

Another flash of lightning arced from the 
clouds to a tree atop a nearby peak. “I’d 
say it’s here.” 

He straightened and peered up at the 
display that was nearly overhead. “We 
should go in. | don’t want you struck.” 

“| love to watch it. We're safe here.” 

“| don’t think so,” he said, flinching when 
a bolt sizzled nearby. “Really, let’s go in. 
It's bathtime anyway.” 

“In a few minutes.” She lifted her face to 
the cooling breeze. “Thanks for calling my 
mother today.” The generosity of his action 
still touched her. He’d seen her problem 
and had moved to help. She stared into 
the darkness. “I dread Saturday, though.” 

“lll be with you. She sounded very nice, 
Eden. I’m not just saying that.” 

“Was that her husband who answered 
the phone?” It was too much to hope that 
the man was her father. She didn’t even 
remember his name anymore, if she’d ever 
Known it. 7 

“| assume so. Seemed like a stand-up 
guy. He was as excited as she was.” 
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Excited. Could they really want to see 
her that badly? 

“What do you remember about your fa- 
ther?” 

She glanced at him. Was he a mind 
reader too? “Not much. He came to see 
me about three or four times a year. They 
always fought, and he would slam out of 
the house without even telling me good- 
bye. I’m not sure why he ever bothered to 
come. He hardly noticed me.” 

Another light caught her eye. A car 
came up the drive, then stopped in front of 
the ranch house. A man and woman got 
out and approached the front door. The 
door to the house opened, and light framed 
Allie’s figure. She gestured toward the 
bunkhouse. The man and woman turned 
to look, then started toward them. 

“Looks like they’re coming back here.” 
Clay stood and stretched. “They’d better 
hurry. The rain is about to let loose any 
second.” 

He'd barely gotten the words out before 
the clouds opened up. The deluge was 
worthy of Noah’s flood. Eden had never 
seen rain fall so hard and fast. The couple 
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raced for the steps and arrived gasping 
and soaking wet. 

“Let me get some towels,” Eden said. 

A basket of towels was just inside the 
door where she’d left them after dinner. She 
reached inside the screen door and snagged 
two. While the couple dried off, she took 
their measure. The woman had short dark 
hair in a stylishly layered cut. Large dark 
eyes. Dressed in Ann Taylor and a pair of 
red leather shoes. The man wore a navy 
suit and a crisp white shirt. His blond hair 
was plastered to his head. Both of them ap- 
peared to be in their late twenties. 

The man handed the towel back to her. 
“Much obliged.” He straightened his jacket 
and turned a smile on them. “I’m Tyler Riv- 
ers. This is my wife, Christine. We’re here 
to see Paige.” 

“We’re her parents.” 

“Her parents.” |It was clear from Chris- 
tine’s tone that she was laying claim to the 
little girl. And that she loved her. 

“The camp prefers to let the girls adjust 
before visits with their foster parents,” Clay 
put in. “We were told they needed to be © 
here two weeks before there was a visit.” 
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Tyler nodded. “Of course. But it’s her 
birthday tomorrow, and we brought her a 
gift. Mr. Bailey said it would be all right to 
see her for a few minutes and give her the 
present. | have to fly out of town on busi- 
ness tomorrow, and we really wanted her 
to have her gift.” 

“If Rick said it was okay, then we're fine 
with it. Come inside.” Clay held open the 
door for them. 

The wave of protectiveness rising in 
Eden’s chest alarmed her. These two were 
no threat. Was it because she didn’t want 
any of the girls to be attached to someone 
other than herself? How totally selfish. If 
she had her way, none of the children 
would have to go through the abandon- 
ment issues she'd experienced. Of course 
she wanted Paige to be loved. She wanted 
them all to be cherished. 

In the living room, the young girls looked 
up from their game of Chutes and Lad- 
ders. Zeke and Della had brought over 
their girls too, and there were several dif- 
ferent games in progress. Della got up 
when the couple entered the room and 
lifted a brow in Eden’s direction. 

“Mommy!” Paige screamed. She leaped 
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up and ran to throw her arms around Chris- 
tine. 

“Paige’s foster parents,” Eden said to 
Della and Zeke. 

The woman knelt and picked her up. 
“I’ve missed you, honey. Are you having a 
good time?” 

Paige nodded. “! peed the bed last 
night,” she said with great solemnity. 

“Oh dear.” 

“She peed on me!” India said, her voice 
indignant. “But she couldn't help it, | guess.” 

Christine’s lips twitched. “Il can see that 
would be upsetting,” she said. 

“How about a kiss for your daddy?” Ty- 
ler asked. When Paige reached for him, 
he took her into his arms and she kissed 
him with real affection. 

Eden glanced at Clay and saw the same 
raw jealousy in his eyes that she felt. What 
if Paige was Brianna? Paige had been left 
by two men in a Walmart. It would rip this 
family apart to find out she didn’t belong to 
them. 


The living room still held the aroma of | 
popped corn. Clay picked up the litter of 
Popsicle sticks and corn kernels. 
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“We can’t let Paige’s birthday go unno- 
ticed tomorrow.” 

“What do you have in mind?” 

Her dimples flashed. “Cupcakes. I'll 
bake them and you can ice them.” 

“?’m game if you are.” Anything to keep 
that delight in her face. 

He followed her to the kitchen, where 
she rummaged through the cupboards and 
found cake mix, a cupcake pan, and liners. 
Within minutes the cupcakes were in the 
oven and he put some decaf on to brew. 

“l want to show you something,’ she 
said, exiting the room. 

When she returned a few moments 
later, she held a tattered photo album. She 
sat at the table and he pulled out a chair 
and sat beside her. Even before she 
opened it, he knew it was pictures of Bri- 
anna. He’d probably seen them and, most 
likely, had copies himself. But when she 
flipped it open, he was faced with one he 
didn’t remember. In the photo Brianna was 
peering over the top of his shoulder. She 
wore a pink ribbon in her thick blond hair. 

“That was her first smile,” Eden said. 
“Remember?” 

He ran his fingers over the slick surface 
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of the protective sheet. “I didn’t see it. She 
wasn't facing me.” 

She pointed to Brianna’s left cheek. 
“This is what | wanted to show you. See 
that dimple? Madeline has dimples.” 

“Do babies always keep their dimples?” 

Her brow furrowed. “Il don’t know.” 

The next picture was one with Brianna 
and Eden. She wore the pendant he'd 
been carrying around in his pocket, and 
he put his fingers around it. Maybe now 
was the time to ask her to wear it again. 
To consider building their family unit new 
and fresh. 

The phone rang, and she jumped to 
grab it. “This is Eden.” Her smile faded 
and her fingers went white. “Who is this?” 

He leaped up and grabbed the phone. 
“Who is this?” 

An electronic hissing filled his ear, then 
the dial tone came on. He replaced the 
phone onto the hook. “Who was it?” 

Her laugh was nervous. “I’m probably 
just skittish. It was likely a wrong number. 
No one answered.” 

But the fear in her eyes told him she | 
didn’t believe that. And he didn't either. 

4k 
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In the morning Eden’s vapors of the night 
before vanished with the scent of fresh 
coffee. She poured a cup, then eyed the 
components of her big project. The ingredi- 
ents were assembled on the counter. She 
ticked them off her list: asparagus, chicken, 
curry powder, snow peas, coconut milk, 
carrots, onions, jasmine rice. This couldn't 
be too hard, could it? India and Madeline 
had begged to help—in fact, all five girls 
had wanted to helo—so Eden compro- 
mised by allowing two to help with this trial 
recipe. The other three would get to help 
her bake cookies this afternoon. 

She studied the recipe. What could she 
have the girls do that didn't involve a knife? 
“| need the water and rice measured,” she 
said. 

“Me, me!” India shouted, jumping up 
and down in her chair at the table. 

“No, me!” Madeline said, shoving India 
off the chair. 

The little girl hit the black-and-white tile 
floor but didn’t cry. Madeline ran to Eden 
and snatched the plastic measuring cup 
from her hand before Eden could repri- 
mand her. 

Eden frowned at Madeline. “India gets 
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to measure the rice because you pushed 
her, Madeline.” 

The little blonde’s face puckered. “But | 
want to help,’ she wailed. “She always 
gets to do things instead of me.” 

“You can measure the water.” 

“That’s just water.” She folded her arms 
across her chest, and her lip stuck out. 
“You like India better than me.” 

“That’s not true. | love you both equally. 
But you can’t shove, honey.” She put a 
bowl in front of India. “Measure out two 
cups of rice,” she said. She helped the lit- 
tle girl hold the bag. 

“Your turn, Madeline,” she said, heading 
toward the faucet. 

“lm not going to help. She can do it.” 
Madeline slid off the chair and rushed for 
the back door. Her tear-filled eyes glared 
at Eden before she focused on the door 
and began to yank on the knob. 

Eden paused. Her first real challenge of 
discipline. What did she do? “Stop right 
there, Madeline,” she said. She grabbed 
the little girls arm and marched her back 
to the table. Madeline resisted, but Eden | 
lifted her onto the chair. “Time-out. You sit 
there for five minutes.” She walked back to 
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the stove and set the timer. “When this 
timer goes off, you can get down.” 

“You're mean,” Madeline said, her voice 
hiccupping in sobs. “I’m going to tell Mr. 
Clay.” 

“How do you think Mr. Clay will like the 
way you’re acting?” Eden turned back in 
time to prevent India from spilling the rest 
of the rice onto the floor. She was begin- 
ning to wish she’d done this job by herself. 

Clay stepped into the kitchen from the 
front room. “Did | hear my name?” 

Madeline burst into noisy sobs. “She 
spanked me,” she wailed. 

Clay’s gaze shot to Eden, and she shook 
her head. He walked to the table. “I don’t 
think so, Madeline. Did you disobey Miss 
Eden?” | 

The little girl buried her face in her hands 
and sobbed. “You like India better too.” 

“What’s this all about?” Clay asked. 

“She knocked India off the chair in a 
dispute over who got to measure the rice. 
So | gave her a time-out.” 

He pulled out a chair beside Madeline. 
“You don’t think you deserve a time-out for 
shoving India?” 

Madeline raised her head. “ wanted to 
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help.” She swiped the back of her hand 
across her face. 

“Did Miss Eden spank you? This is your 
chance to tell me the truth, Madeline. What 
did we learn in devotions the other night 
about lying?” 

“That lying is as bad as murder,” she 
whispered, staring at her hands. 

“So what do you want to tell me?” 

Madeline shot Eden a resentful glare. 
“She wanted to spank me.” 

Eden bit her lip to keep from smiling. 
Though the situation wasn’t really funny, 
Madeline was determined not to take any 
blame. The situation was eye-opening. 
So this was what parenting was all about. 
It would have been easier to give in, to 
let her get by with rudeness and talking 
back. But it wouldn’t have taught her any- 
thing. 

“But Miss Eden didn’t, did she?” Clay’s 
voice was gentle. 

Madeline looked at the table and not at 
Clay. “No.” 

“I’m proud of you for telling the truth. But 
you need to apologize to Miss Eden for ly- 
ing about her. And you need to tell India 
you're sorry you shoved her.” 
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“| won't!” The little girl folded her arms 
across her chest. 

Eden marveled at how well Clay was 
handling this. As if he’d dealt with five- 
year-old girls every day. Where did he get 
that calm firmness? She wanted to tell him 
not to press Madeline for an apology, but it 
wasn't the right thing to do. No child should 
talk back the way she’d done. Just be- 
cause she was pained that the children 
had to be in foster care didn't relieve her of 
the duty to make sure the girls knew right 
from wrong. 

“Then you'll have to go to your room 
and stay there all morning.” 

“What about lunch?” 

“You can have it when you come out. 
That is, when you’re ready to say you’re 
SOrry.” 

“I’m not ever saying sorry. I’m always the 
one who has to say sorry, even when it’s 
not my fault!” Madeline’s sobs grew wilder. 

Eden took a step toward the child, but 
Clay held up a warning hand and shook 
his head. She couldn't help a flare of re- 
sentment even though she knew her com- 
passion wasn’t appropriate right now. How 
did he know when to be firm and when to 
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back down? She could see where couples 
might have arguments over discipline, be- 
cause she was ready to interfere. Made- 
line’s sobs broke her heart. The little girl 
had been through so much. 

She remembered feeling alone and un- 
loved in foster care herself. And maybe 
just a bit of those feelings were what had 
catapulted her into full-blown anger with 
God when Brianna was taken. She thought 
she deserved better from him, to make up 
for the things she’d endured. But God 
hadn't given her any special favors. Just 
as Clay wasn’t giving Madeline a license 
to disobey. 

Eden gave a shake of her head. “No,” 
she muttered. 

Clay glanced up, a question in his eyes. 

“Nothing,” she said. “Just thinking aloud.” 
She stepped to the table and knelt by the 
little girl. “It’s always easier just to get pun- 
ishment over with, honey. Can’t you tell 
India you’re sorry? You could have hurt 
her.” 

Madeline’s lip came out farther. “I’m 
sorry, India,” she muttered. She glared at 
Eden. “But I’m not saying sorry to you. I'll 
stay in my room forever!” 
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“That’s enough, young lady.” Clay scooped 
her from the chair and carried her kicking 
and screaming out the back door. 

Watching through the door’s window, 
Eden saw them vanish inside the bunk- 
house. She was so lucky God had forgiven 
her for her own stubbornness. Everyone 
had the same sin nature that deserved 
judgment. 


17 


THE HOUSE WAS QUIET EXCEPT FOR THE HUM OF 
the air conditioner. Clay ran a comb through 
his hair, still damp from the shower. Eden 
had been quiet since they punished Made- 
line. The little girl had gone to bed without 
telling Eden she was sorry. Not even the 
thought of a cupcake for Paige’s birthday 
had swayed her determination. He wasn't 
sure how to handle it next. 

“That coconut chicken was pretty good,” 
he said. 

“| thought it was a little spicy,” she said. 

“Zeke ate his weight in it. So did I.” 

“Maybe it will be a hit at the international 
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dinner.” She was brushing her hair. Her 
hand paused before resuming the strokes. 
“How long before we get the DNA samples 
back?” 

“Complete profiles will take about six 
weeks, but | had an idea.” He tossed his 
comb into the drawer and sat on the edge 
of the bed beside her. “There are paternity 
and maternity DNA companies. In fact, | 
sent off a request for the kits and asked 
they be overnighted. | should have them 
soon. We could get those back in a few 
days.” 

“Days, not weeks? Would they be accu- 
rate?” 

“| think so. They wouldn’t provide a com- 
plete DNA strand, but they would tell us if 
we are the parents to any of the children. 
We'd have to send in our DNA along with 
the girls’.” 

Her eyes were bright. “Let’s do it! | can’t 
stand waiting. I’m growing to love all of 
them.” She shook her head. “And that kid- 
napper is out there. Knowing which child 
is Brianna might help us figure out who 
did this. And why.” 

He nodded. “I dream about it most nights. 
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About telling our daughter we’re her par- 
ents.” 

She began to brush her hair again. “Can 
we do it tomorrow?” 

He watched the hypnotic ripple of her 
hair through the brush. “It will take a cou- 
ple of days to get it and a couple more for 
them to receive it. We should have the re- 
sults within the week.” 

“And we'll know,” she said slowly. “How 
amazing.” 

“Then what?” 

“We can leave here and pick up our 
lives again.” 

He lifted a brow. “And leave the Baileys 
high and dry?” 

Her forehead furrowed. “I didn’t mean 
that. | wouldn’t want to hurt anyone, espe- 
cially not the other girls. We should stay at 
least until they go home.” 

“And we have separate lives, and a 
daughter to share. That’s going to take 
some time to figure out.” 

She put down the brush, then stood. 
“’m tired. We didn’t get much sleep last 
night.” 

What was she thinking? Was there a 
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chance she didn’t want to live apart any 
more than he did? “No, we didn’t.” 

When he went around to his side of the 
bed, she was already under the covers 
with her back to him. He clicked off the 
light and plunged the room into darkness. 
But even after he settled into the bed, he 
knew he’d never be able to sleep without 
talking to her about what he’d been think- 
ing of. 

“Eden?” 

“What?” Her voice was sleepy but not 
impatient. 

“| want us to stay married.” There, he’d 
said it. Propping himself on his elbow, he 
rolled toward her. “Brianna will need all 
the stability we can give her.” Coward. Tell 
her you want her, not just Brianna. 

She still didn’t answer and remained 
motionless on her side of the bed. He 
prayed for her to consider his plea, for her 
heart to be opened to another chance. 

“What if we end up fighting again?” she 
said softly. 

“We've been doing pretty well so far, 
don't you think? We never had the time to 
really get to know each other. Now we do.” 

“We don’t know all the challenges yet. | 
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don't want to go through...” Her voice 
trailed away. 

What had she started to say? Go through 
losing him? He wished he could be sure of 
her feelings. She said nothing for a few 
minutes. 

“Where did we go wrong, Eden?” he 
whispered. He wasn’t sure if she was still 
awake, or if she’d even heard him. 

The sheets rustled, and the line of her 
silhouette changed as she rolled over to 
face him. “We weren't suited.” 

“You think people have to be the same 
to be suited? What about complementing 
each other? You like schedules and | teach 
you to enjoy the moment. | like adventure 
and you show me the value of family and 
routine.” 

The silence lengthened. “We fought too 
much,” she said. “I hated that.” 

“We were practically strangers.” He 
reached out to touch her cheek. She didn’t 
flinch. “I'll never forget the first time | saw 
yOu.” 

“At the beach in Kauai,’ she murmured. 
She leaned into his touch. | 
“You had on that gold tropical sundress 
and a killer tan. | thought redheads didn’t 
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tan.” She’d seemed almost an angel, the 
way the sun lit her hair and skin. 

“It was fake.” There was a smile in her 
voice. 

“| should have known.” 

“It was well done.” She fell silent, then 
said, “You called me Angel.” 

“You saved me from a lonely life. Or so 
I'd hoped.” 

“| thought you were mocking me. | didn’t 
know you thought—” 

“You know what drew me first? You 
were sitting and talking to an old man.” 
She hadn’t seemed impatient at all. He’d 
stood and watched her chat with the old 
guy for fifteen minutes before he got up 
the nerve to talk to her. 

“We were feeding the birds.” 

“You were so sweet to him. Not many 
people pay attention to the elderly.” 

“| always wanted grandparents.” 

“You had none? What about your foster 
mom’s parents?” 

“They lived in New York, and | saw them 
once a year. | was always afraid to touch 
anything in their home. My foster dad’s 
parents died in a small plane crash ER | 
was ten. | only met them once.” 
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He rubbed his fingers over the silken 
texture of her cheek. “When you said you’d 
have dinner with me, | thought I’d died and 
gone to heaven.” 

“You were cocky and full of yourself.” 

They’d packed a lifetime into two weeks. 
Or so it had seemed. And one night things 
got out of hand. He’d regretted his lapse of 
self-control, but when it came to her, he 
had no sense. It was a truth he’d accepted 
the minute he saw her again. 

The faint glimmer in the room was her 
eyes. “What did you think when | called to 
tell you | was pregnant? You were so— 
cold. | was afraid to ask.” 

Something about the quiet of the night 
allowed him to admit it. “Il was glad.” Glad. 
Such a tame word for the rush of joy that 
had come over him. 

She stiffened. “Glad! How can you say 
that?” 

“| thought I’d lost you. You weren't return- 
ing my e-mails. Our phone calls seemed 
stilted.” 

“You didn’t say anything for what seemed 
an eternity. Then you just said, ‘Well, we'll 
get married. I'll be there as quickly as | 
can.’” 
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He heard the pain in her voice and re- 
gretted he’d been the cause. “I wasn't sure 
how you felt. | wanted to man up.” 

“Man up,” she repeated. “I’d hoped you'd 
say you loved me. You came right away 
but you were all business.” 

How did he tell her he’d been overcome 
by his good fortune? The words seemed 
lame now. He should have realized. Why 
hadn’t he? No wonder she'd been so 
prickly and aloof. It was the only protec- 
tion she had. 

“Then you went on assignment two 
weeks after we were married. What was | 
to think but that you were only doing your 
duty?” 

“| had a wife and baby to provide for. | 
wanted to do right by you both. To be a 
better father and husband than my dad 
had been.” 

“But you told me out at the old house 
that you're wealthy. So why did you go if 
you didn’t need the money?” 

“l only inherited it a couple of years ago.” 

“| see.” There was something in her 
voice. Panic, fear? He wanted to tell her 
she didn’t have to be afraid. 

“lm sleepy,” she said abruptly. She 
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rolled over and presented her back to him 
again. 

Just when he was about ready to tell 
her he still loved her. 


4k 
Eden couldn't sleep after that discussion. 
She lay still until Clay’s breathing was deep 
and even, then rolled onto her back. He 
might be nostalgic now, but the day they’d 
set up house together, she’d been sure he 
blamed her for the pregnancy. There’d 
been no hiding the fact that he felt trapped. 

Her eyes stung, and she threw her arm 
across them. Their short marriage hadn't 
had a chance. They'd been virtual strang- 
ers and hadn’t connected except physi- 
cally. There’d never been any question 
about their attraction to each other. 

It has taken all this time to get over 
him. If | even am. 

She pushed the insistent thought away. 
Of course she'd gotten over him. The 
month he left, she’d known it was over. 
She wanted to tell Clay why she’d left, but 
that would mean he would know she loved 
him. Her pride couldn't stand that. 

And it didn’t change anything. Not re- 
ally. When they found Brianna, they would 
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help her adjust, then they would split again. 
He hadn’t uttered a single word of love 
since reentering her life. They’d been mar- 
ried nine months. And all but a few weeks 
of that time, he’d been gone. If he’d cared 
about her, he would have made spending 
time with her a priority. 

She rolled to her side again, willing her- 
self to sleep. Rest would stop this pound- 
ing in her chest, this nameless pain that 
radiated under her breastbone. Closing 
her eyes, she took a few deep breaths be- 
fore they popped open again. Maybe warm 
milk would help. 

She eased out of bed, then froze when 
she heard something at the window. Scratch, 
scratch, scratch. Probably a branch. Then 
she remembered she was in West Texas. 
There were few trees here, and none in the 
yard. The noise came again. Like a long fin- 
gernail on a chalkboard. The hair at her 
neck rippled. All she had to do was step to 
the window and look out to ease her mind. 
The cause of the noise had to be something 
very simple. 

“Eden.” 

The whisper shuddered through her. 
Clay still slept. The voice came from the 


LONESTAR ANGEL 219 


side of the house where the window was. 
For a moment she stood frozen in place. 
Then she wheeled and leaped back onto 
the bed. 

She grabbed Clay’s arm. “Clay!” 

He sat up instantly. “What’s wrong?” 

“Someone is. outside the window. He 
called my name.” 

He threw back the covers. “Go stay with 
the girls.” He grabbed a flashlight from the 
top drawer in the chest beside the bed, 
then jumped up, jerked open the door, and 
ran into the hall. 

She ran behind him and rushed to the 
girls’ room. Her gaze went from bed to bed. 
They were all sleeping. Her knees went 
weak and she sagged against the door 
frame before she shut the door and locked 
it. She glanced around the room and saw 
a desk chair. After dragging it to the door, 
she propped its back under the knob. 

She should have called the ranch house. 
Rick or one of the cowboys would have 
come running. There was no phone in this 
room. She went to the window and looked 
out onto the side of the house where 
she’d heard the intruder. The storm had 
passed except for a few stray clouds that 
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shrouded the moon. Puddles glimmered 
in the few shafts of moonbeam. She didn't 
see Clay. That alone was worrisome. No 
intruder either. 

She paced in front of the window, stop- 
ping occasionally to peer out. Nothing 
moved other than a jackrabbit that darted 
from the corner of the house toward the 
empty corral. No doubt it wished it could 
glance into the sky to see if an owl soared 
above. She knew the feeling of waiting for 
a predator to strike. 

When the scratch came at the door, she 
froze. Had the intruder gained entrance? 
Had he hurt Clay? Then she heard Clay’s 
soft whisper and ran to move the chair out 
of the way. When she unlocked the door, 
he opened it. 

“All clear,” he whispered. He drew her 
into the hall and led her to the kitchen, 
where a light chased away the shadows. 

“Did you see anything?” 

His jaw hardened. “Footprints outside 
our bedroom window. Fresh ones.” 

She closed her eyes and gripped the 
edge of the table. “So | wasn’t dreaming. | 
didn’t think so, but it was so surreal.” 

“What did you see and hear?” 
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She straightened and hugged herself. 
“First | heard scratching. Like a fingernail 
on the screen. Then someone whispered 
my name. That was it. | was too afraid to 
move the curtain and look out.” 

“Good.” He rubbed his bristly chin. “I’m 
going to have to tell Rick tomorrow.” 

“Everything?” 

“I think so. We have to protect the girls. 
And you seem to be a particular target.” 

“Should | call him tonight?” 

“No use in disturbing him. There’s no 
one out there now.” He stared at her, his 
eyes intensely blue. “Il want to investigate 
Daniel.” 

Her gratitude that he was taking this se- 
riously vanished. “There’s no need. He 
would never do anything to hurt me.” 

“| don’t share your confidence.” 

“He was angry when | talked to him, but 
its not him, Clay.” She knew her lifelong 
friend. Her brother. Nothing Clay said 
would make her believe Daniel would harm 
her. “What about you?” 

“What about me?” 

“What if this person wants to hurt you 
through me?” As soon as she said the 
words, she realized how ludicrous they 
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were. To hurt him through her would mean 
he cared. And he didn't. 

He pulled out a chair and had her sit 
down. “I got some hate mail after that inci- 
dent in Colombia. But this person seems 
very venomous toward you in particular. 
While hurting you would hurt me, you'd 
think he’d send me a warning too.” 

“Hurting you would hurt me.” Did he re- 
ally care that much? She watched him 
step to the refrigerator and pull out the 
milk. He poured her a glass before pour- 
ing one for himself. Why had she never 
noticed how giving he was? The answer 
came to her quickly. He hadn’t been 
around enough. 


18 


CLAY’S EYES FELT GRITTY. THE BUNKHOUSE WAS 
quiet for the first time in hours. Zeke and 
Della had taken the older girls on a hike. 
The younger girls were on an outing with 
the vet, Shannon MacGowan. She and 
her husband had two daughters a couple 
of years older than their girls. 

He stopped short in his walk across the 
spindly grass between the sleeping quar- 
ters and the ranch house. Their girls. The 
children had crept into his heart already. 

Eden glanced up at him. “What’s wrong?” | 

“Nothing, really. | was just thinking about 
how often | think of the kids as our girls.” 
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She smiled, her face tender. “Me too. | 
love them so much already.” 

“You ready to tell Rick and Allie about 
all this?” 

“Do you think they'll kick us out?” 

“They might, but | don’t think we have 
a choice now. The girls’ safety is too im- 
portant.” He held out his hand and she 
took it. 

They found Allie and Rick in the kitchen 
still drinking coffee. Rita was nowhere to 
be seen. Tepin was doing the dishes, 
her face impassive, as though she were 
alone. 

Rick pushed a chair out with his foot. 
“Have a seat, friends. You look like a mule 
dragged you both through a patch of cholla.” 

Clay pulled out another chair and let 
Eden take the one nearest Allie. “Didn’t 
get much sleep last night.” 

“Another bed-wetting?” Allie’s dark eyes 
were full of mischief. “You two are getting 
broken in right off.” She rose and poured 
them each a cup of coffee. 

“| wish it were that benign,” Clay said. 

Allie sobered and sat back down before 
glancing at Rick. “You’re not quitting, are 
you?” 
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“Oh no! We love working with the chil- 
dren,” Eden said. 

Rick leaned back in the chair with his 
coffee in his hand. “Then what’s up?” 

“There was an intruder outside the 
bunkhouse last night.” 

Every trace of geniality vanished from 
Rick’s face. He put his coffee down. “What 
happened? Who was it?” 

Clay laced his fingers together. “We 
don’t know, but there’s more to our story 
than we've told you, and it’s time we 
did.” 

Rick leaned forward in his chair. “What 
are you saying?” His voice was troubled. 

“Five years ago our daughter, Brianna, 
was kidnapped. She was six weeks old, 
and we never saw her again.” His voice 
quavered and he cleared his throat. 

Allie put her hand to her mouth and her 
eyes welled. “Oh no! | can’t imagine some- 
thing so awful.” 

Rick nodded. “I knew that much.” 

“You never told me?” Allie asked. 

“Brendan knows Clay, remember? He 
told me in confidence.” Rick glanced back | 
at Clay. “| can see how the experience 
would give you a heart for the hurting kids 
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here at the ranch. Is the tragedy related 
somehow?” 

Clay cleared the thickening in his throat 
and nodded. “Somehow | never believed 
she was dead.” 

“| did,” Eden put in. “I gave up, tried to 
move on. Most of the time | thought | was 
doing a pretty good job of it. Then I’d see 
a mother with a baby or walk by a zoo and 
remember all the things | wanted to show 
Brianna but never got a chance.” 

Rick’s gaze was sober. “So this in- 
truder—?” 

“’m not quite to that part of the story 
yet. Hang on.” This would be the tricky 
part, convincing Rick to let them stay when 
they hadn't revealed the real reason they 
were here. But the Baileys had children. 
Surely they could understand the lengths 
a dad would go to for his daughter. Clay 
glanced at Eden. 

she gave a quick nod in his direction 
and took over the narration. “Clay got a 
picture a couple of weeks ago.” 

The wonder of it hit Clay again. He took 
a quick sip of coffee to swallow down the 
lump in his throat. “He sent me this.” Tak- 
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ing the picture of the girls from his pocket, 
he slid it across the table to the Baileys. 

Allie snatched it up first and stared at 
the smiling faces. “Our girls?” 

Rick took it and studied it as well. “What 
do the girls have to do with this?” 

“Look at the back,” Clay said. 

Rick flipped it over and looked even 
more grave. Allie’s eyes widened. “So Bri- 
anna is alive!” Her voice trembled. She 
leaned over and took Eden’s hand. 

Eden squeezed her fingers and smiled. 
“She is.” Her eyes were misty. “Truly a mir- 
acle.” 

Clay pointed at the picture. “One of those 
girls is our Brianna.” 

The Baileys froze in place. They exchanged 
a long glance with each other. Clay couldn’t 
tell if they were judging his motives or the 
truthfulness of what he'd said. 

Rick gave the photograph another stare, 
then handed it back. “No wonder you were 
interested in how they came to be here. 
Do you have any idea which one?” 

“| called to get paternity DNA tests sent 
here. | had planned to wait on the results - 
of full-profile tests, which | sent in after we 
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arrived, but | realized we could get pater- 
nity and maternity tests done much more 
quickly. They would tell us all we needed 
to know.” 

Rick’s scowl deepened as Clay spoke. 
“Are you even who you say you are?” 

Clay had been expecting the question, 
and he didn’t blame the other man. ‘I 
haven't lied about anything, Rick. Both 
Brendan and Michael vouched for me. I’m 
laying out everything now.” 

“The lie of omission is just as great.” 
Rick didn’t smile. “You only came here to 
find your daughter. I’m not okay with that. 
We’re here to help these kids. Most of 
them have been through things we can’t 
even imagine.” 

“Would you have hired us if I’d told you 
all of it?” 

“No. | would have thought you were 
some kind of wackos.” 

Allie jumped to her feet. “Rick, we have 
to help them! | realize it would have been 
better if they’d told us, but—” 

“But we wouldn't have hired them,” Rick 
said, his mouth a grim line. 

Allie put her hand on her husband’s 
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shoulder. “Maybe not. But they’re doing a 
great job with the girls.” 

“There’s more,” Clay said. “And what else 
we have to tell you may convince you that 
you're right to throw us out. But | pray you 
won't. Our family’s future is in your hands.” 

Eden clasped her hands together and 
leaned forward. “He’s here. The kidnap- 
per. He scratched on the window last night 
and whispered my name. In town the other 
day he called me on the phone and threat- 
ened to take her again.” 

Allie put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, 
Eden, no!” 

“You expected him to be here, didn't 
you? That this was a trap?” 

Clay nodded. “Il’d thought he’d want 
money or something. Instead he seems to 
be taunting Eden.” 

Rick stared at Eden. “ls this true?” 

Eden nodded. “He said | would have no 
one to blame but myself. Then he asked 
me if | Knew who | really was. We don't 
know what that means. But we have to 
protect Brianna.” 

“You don’t know which of the girls is Bri- . 
anna,” Allie said. 
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Clay nodded. “We need your help.” 

Rick rubbed his forehead. He stared at 
Clay, then Eden. “I’m inclined to make you 
leave. Your being here puts those kids in 
danger.” 

“Rick, no!” Allie cried. “Think how it would 
be if Matthew or Betsy had been taken. We 
have to help. Call the sheriff. We can pro- 
tect them. With us all working together, we'll 
solve this and reunite a family.” 

“And if we leave, that leaves Brianna 
even more unprotected,” Clay said. 

Rick glanced at his wife and his brow 
furrowed. “| Suppose you're right. And 
whichever girl is their daughter, she de- 
serves to be with her parents and not in 
foster care. What can we do, Clay?” 

“| think we need to talk to Brendan,” he 
said. A surge of adrenaline hit him now 
that he had help. 


ak 
The Reata restaurant almost looked like a 
house except for the enormous R over the 
front door. A horseshoe dangled from the 
loop at the bottom of the R. Eden got out 
of the truck and walked on shaky legs to 
the entrance with Clay. 
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“We're a little early,” he said as they 
stepped inside. He asked the hostess for 
as much privacy as they could get. 

“It’s pretty,” Eden whispered when the 
hostess led them through the cowboy- 
decor room. The walls were painted in 
mottled warm browns and tans, and the 
doorway trim was a terra-cotta color. The 
hostess took them through the restaurant 
to the patio. Large cowboy murals deco- 
rated the side of the building. They were 
seated at a secluded table under a trellis 
on the patio. Grasses and yucca softened 
the surrounding buildings and made an 
oasis outside. 

Eden toyed with her tableware. “Let’s 
go, Clay. We don't have to stay.” 

“Calm down. It’s not going to be as bad 
as you think.” He gave the waitress, a smil- 
ing Hispanic woman, their drink order. 

A couple stepped through the doors into 
the courtyard. Eden recognized the woman 
in an instant. The reddish hair. The slim 
build. Her mother hadn’t even aged that 
much. She had the beautiful, unlined skin 
that Eden remembered so well. The peach — 
suit she wore was impeccably fitted, and 
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she wore it with style. The couple paused 
and scanned the courtyard. Eden sat frozen 
in place. She couldn't rise, couldn't speak. 

Clay glanced at her. “That them?” When 
she nodded, he rose and beckoned to them. 

Her mother’s smile was tentative and 
didn’t quite reach her eyes. She followed 
the man across the terra-cotta tile to the 
table. “Eden?” 

Eden had heard that voice in her 
dreams. It was softer now, not as demand- 
ing. She found her tongue. “Hello, Mom.” 
She cleared her throat and willed herself 
to stand, to embrace the older woman, 
who stood with her hands awkwardly in 
front of her. 

Her mother glanced at the man beside 
her. Tall and distinguished, he appeared 
to be in his fifties, maybe ten years older 
than her mother. Or maybe it was the 
wings of gray at his temples that made 
him seem older. His mustache held a little 
gray as well. His genial smile revealed 
white teeth. Eden focused on his open grin 
rather than on her mother’s pleading gaze. 
Something about him seemed familiar. 

Clay pulled out a chair for her mother 
beside Eden. “Have a seat.” ‘ 


LONESTAR ANGEL 233 


The breeze sent a familiar scent to 
Eden. Chanel No. 5. Instantly she was 
back in her mother’s bedroom watching 
her spritz a liberal amount of the expen- 
sive perfume on her wrists and the back of 
her neck. Why had Eden agreed to this 
meeting? She should have run the other 
way. What good could come from this? 

The server brought her ice water. She 
squeezed the lemon into her glass and 
took a sip. “| assume you’re married to my 
mother?” she asked the man who'd ac- 
companied Nancy. 

“Im sorry,’ her mother said before he 
could speak. “I never introduced Omar. 
We've been married ten years. This is 
Omar Santiago.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” Eden said. What 
did she say now? Did she ask how they 
met or jump right into the reason for the 
meeting? But no, they should wait for any 
serious conversation until after they’d or- 
dered their food. 

A Don Edwards song played, his gravelly 
voice singing about cowboys. For a brief 
instant, Eden even imagined herself in cow- 
boy boots. She shook the nasty image 
away. Once the server took their orders 


234 COLLEEN COBLE 


and left them in peace, she squared her 
shoulders and glanced at her mother, who 
smiled back. 

“So, Eden,” her mother said. “You look 
well. And your husband is so handsome. 
I'd like to Know about your life.” 

“Since you walked away and left an eight- 
year-old by herself?” Eden couldn't help 
herself. It wasn’t the best way to mend 
fences, but hadn't her mother even won- 
dered what Eden had done when she came 
home to find her mother gone? 

Her mother blanched and glanced at 
her husband, who took her hand. She 
lifted her chin. “I’m sorry about that, Eden. 
What did you do? | want to know the full 
extent of the damage | caused.” 

Was she gloating about it? Eden wished 
the encounter were over and she and Clay 
were headed home. “When the snowstorm 
hit, | came back to the house. It was dark. 
I'd been hiding out in the little playhouse 
at the park until | couldn’t feel my fingers.” 

Her mother winced and tears pooled in 
her eyes. She took a sip of water. “I’m so 
sorry, she said, her voice choked. “Then 
what?” | 

Was her mother protecting Omar from 
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the truth? “The trailer was dark. | called 
your name but stayed in the living room 
like I’d been told. When you didn’t appear 
by ten, | went to bed. The next morning 
when | got up, | fixed you breakfast. Toast 
and jelly, the way you liked it. But your 
room was empty.” Her throat closed and 
she swallowed hard, remembering the aw- 
ful moment when she’d seen the empty 
closet. 

She clung to Clay’s hand. No good could 
come from replaying all this. The warmth 
of his fingers bolstered her courage. 

“You saw my clothes were gone?” her 
mother asked. 

Eden nodded. “I didn’t know what to do. 
| didn’t have my father’s phone number, 
so | didn’t do anything for a few days. | went 
to school and came home. Eventually | ran 
out of food, so | went to the neighbor’s and 
asked for some bread. It all came out then. 
They called the welfare department, anda 
social worker came and took me away.” 

Her mother wept, dabbing at her eyes 
with a wadded-up tissue. Eden watched with 
a strange detachment. She should feel 
something, shouldn’t she? At least sym- | 
pathy? Or had all sensation been washed 
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away as the emotions were dredged from 
her subconscious? 

Her gaze caught Clay’s, and she glimpsed 
compassion in the depths of his eyes. For 
the first time, she wondered how he felt 
when he realized she’d left him. She felt 
almost dizzy when she realized she wasn't 
that different from her mother. No, she 
hadn’t abandoned a child, but she'd run 
away rather than face any unpleasant- 
ness. She looked down at her hands. 

Omar motioned to the server. “Bring my 
wife some coffee, please,” he said. 

The server acted as though a woman 
sobbing at the table was an everyday oc- 
currence. She grabbed a pot and a cup 
from a cart by the door and brought it to 
the table, then left. 

Eden’s mom poured half-and-half into 
the cup, then took a sip. “I’m sorry. It breaks 
my heart to know what | did to you.” Her 
eyes were red when she stared at Eden. 
“How long were you in foster care?” 

“Until | turned eighteen.” Eden dipped a 
chip in salsa so her mother couldn’t see 
how upset she was. 

Her mother took another gulp of coffee. 
“W-Were they good people?” 
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Eden decided she'd been pointed enough 
about her circumstances. Maybe her mother 
really was sorry. “Kind and loving.” No need 
to say they had high expectations that had 
made her a perfectionist. No reason to 
mention they micromanaged every area 
of her life. At least she’d had a home and 
had always felt their love, even if it was 
conditional. 

Her mother fished another tissue out of 
her purse, a Brighton that looked new. “1 
was SO young.” 

“You were nearly my age,” Eden said. 
“Hardly a child.” 

A flush stained her mother’s cheeks. 
She glanced at her husband, who put his 
arm around the back of her chair and shot 
a disapproving glance Eden’s way. Well, 
let him. He wasn’t the one who'd been 
abandoned. 

Her mother wetted her lips. “Looking 
back now, it seems the choices should 
have been easy. | got pregnant with you, 
but your father was already married. He 
promised to take care of us, but he seldom 
sent a check.” 

“So you became a prostitute.” Even to ~ 
her own ears, the statement was harsh. 
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Her mother winced. “Hardly a prostitute, 
my dear. |...1had some male friends.” 

“Who gave you money. | saw them leave 
it.” Eden remembered the rolls of cash left 
on the table or on her mother’s pillow. 
Cash that bought them pizza or milk or 
electricity. 

Her mother’s eyes welled again, but 
Eden squelched her flash of sympathy. 
Her mother’s actions might have been 
bearable if she had done it to keep them 
together or to feed her daughter. But too 
many times the cash had gone for pretty 
dresses or jewelry. Trips to get a manicure 
ora pedicure. Then she'd just walked away 
without caring if Eden had food or heat. 

Her mother took another sip of coffee. “I 
thought | had no choice. That you’d be 
better off without me.” 

“Which makes no sense. How could an 
eight-year-old be better off alone, fending 
for herself?” Clay put in. 

Eden glanced at him, heartened by his 
passionate defense. Did he see how inap- 
propriate her mom’s excuses were? But 
what about her own? She didn’t want to 
see herself in her mother’s behavior, but 
the notion kept popping up. 
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“Give Nancy a chance,’ Omar said. “She’s 
trying to apologize for what she did.” 

The apology had seemed thin to Eden. 
Was that how Clay saw her own excuses? 

When Eden said nothing, Omar rose. 
“Perhaps we should go,” he said, putting 
his hand on his wife’s shoulder. 

Eden’s mother took his hand. “Sit down, 
Omar.” Her voice trembled. “I’ve gone 
about this all wrong. There is no excuse 
for what | did. All the rationalization in the 
world doesn’t change the fact that | left my 
child to fend for herself. Without food. 
Without comfort. Without anything.” She 
caught Eden’s gaze. “I hope you can for- 
give me someday, Eden. | don’t think | can 
ever forgive myself.” 

With no warning, tears flooded Eden’s 
eyes. A simple, heartfelt apology. That’s 
all she’d ever wanted. 

Clay scooted his chair closer and put 
his arm around her. “You have a tissue?” 
he asked Nancy, who nodded and passed 
one to her daughter. 

Eden took it and dabbed at the moisture 
in her eyes. How embarrassing to cry in 
front of them all. She never cried. She’d | 
sworn never to let someone hurt her like 
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that again. Now here she was, blubbering 
away. 

“Why?” she asked. “What made you 
think it was okay to leave me? Did | do 
something?” 

“What?” Her mother shook her head. “It 
was never about you. If I’d thought of you 
instead of myself, | wouldn’t have left. | 
didn’t think | could ever have a life saddled 
with a child. | was selfish, pure and simple. 
| rationalized to myself that you’d go to 
school and teli the teacher. Someone 
would come.” 

Eden mopped her streaming eyes again, 
willing herself to stop. “I never cry,” she 
gulped. “What about my father? | don’t even 
remember his name. It was all so long 
ago. | can’t even remember what he looked 
like.” 

Her mother exchanged a glance with 
Omar. “It was Omar’s brother, Hector.” 

Eden absorbed the news. Maybe that’s 
why the man seemed vaguely familiar. 
“Where is he now?” 

Omar shifted in his seat. “He’s a drug 
dealer in Colombia.” 


19 


SHE’D HANDLED IT BETTER THAN HE DID. THREE 
hours later Clay stirred half-and-half into 
Eden’s coffee and slid it across the table 
to her. The coffee shop was deserted this 
late. Only a few customers plunked down 
money for a latte and hurried out into the 
sunset. The scent of cinnamon and yeast 
from a bakery down the street was tempt- 
ing for dessert, but he didn’t want to leave 
her long enough to buy a treat. 

“Do you want to see her again?” he asked 
her. 

She sipped her coffee. “No. Maybe.” 
She gave a watery smile. “I don’t know.” 
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“You did good, honey. Handled it all with 
grace.” 

She dabbed at her eyes. “Hardly. | wish 
| could quit crying. | hate crying. And what 
was the point of this? To assuage her 
guilt?” 

Had he ever seen her cry? He didn't 
think so. She’d screamed and hit things 
when Brianna was gone. Sobbed hysteri- 
cally and hadn't slept for days, but her 
eyes had been dry. “I’d guess so. And to 
assure herself that you’re all right. Maybe 
you can both move on now.” 

“Thank you for bringing me. | wouldn't 
have been able to get through it without 
you.” 

At her words, a curl of warmth encircled 
him. “Il wanted to be here for you.” He 
wanted to be there for her forever, not just 
for a day. Didn’t she see that? 

she sipped her coffee. “My father is a 
Santiago. The kidnapper who died was Jose 
santiago. What does that mean?” 

"A weird coincidence? Santiago is as 
common a name south of the border as 
Jones would be in the States.” He shook 
his head. “But you’re right, there might be 
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a connection. But why would your father 
want to hurt his own daughter?” 

“None of it has made any sense. Maybe 
your friend Brendan will have some in- 
sight. What time is he supposed to meet 
us here?” 

He glanced at his watch. “Any minute. 
Rick was picking him up at the airport.” 

“Amazing that he was willing to come all 
this way as a favor.” 

“He saved my hide down in Colombia. | 
was taking pics of kids in a village along 
the river. A Jeep full of commandos rolled 
in and started firing rounds for fun. No 
good reason. They were laughing and jok- 
ing while bullets flew. | confronted them. 
The kids got away and | got thrown in jail.” 

“Lucky you weren’t killed,” she said, her 
eyes huge. 

“Actually, they were saving me for sport. 
My execution by firing squad was going to 
be in two days.” He’d never told her all 
this. He hadn’t wanted her to worry. “Bren- 
dan broke me out in the middle of the 
night.” 

“How did he know about it?” 

“He’s special ops. He knows everything.” 
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Clay grinned and took a drink of his Amer- 
icano. “I guess he’d been at a neighboring 
village and heard about the gringo taking 
pictures.” 

“What happened to the pictures?” 

“My camera and film were lost. | hated 
that. | had some really good shots that 
would have shown the lives these kids 
lead in drug towns. The only thing | got out 
with was that pendant | gave you when | 
got back.” 

Her eyes widened. “The one with the 
mother and baby?” 

“That’s the one.” 

“You told me a little girl gave it to you in 
exchange for a piece of hard candy.” 

“She did. | just didn’t tell you the back- 
drop.” 

“| loved that pendant.” Her voice was 
wistful. “Where is it now?” 

“l’ve been carrying it around in my 
pocket.” 

She gave him a startled look. “How 
long?” 

“Since | jumped in the truck to find you.” 
He reached into his pocket and pulled it 
out. 

Her eyes were soft as she plucked it 


LONESTAR ANGEL 245 


from his palm. “It’s always been special 
to me.” 

“lve been wanting to give it back to you, 
but | wasn’t sure you'd take it.” 

She rubbed the pendant in her hands. 
“Did the child make it herself?” 

“I don’t think so. She was only five or 
six.” He wanted to fasten it around her 
neck, but he waited for a cue from her. 
“?’m not sure what it’s made of. | just like it 
because it reminds me of the little girl. The 
design looks pre-Colombian.” 

“Here, you keep it safe.” She started to 
hand it back to him but he closed her fin- 
gers around it. 

“It’s yours.” 

She stared at him a moment, then lifted 
it to her neck and started to fasten the 
chain. It must have missed the clasp, be- 
cause it slipped from her fingers and 
landed on the tile patio. He heard some- 
thing crack, and when he looked down, 
the piece of jewelry lay in two pieces. 

“Oh no!” She scooped up the nearest 
piece and it crumbled in her fingers. “I’m 
So sorry.” 

He looked at it in her hand and it was 
different now. Sparkly. “What’s that?” 
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“Wait, it’s not exactly broken. A covering 
has come off.” She held out her open palm. 
Green and gold glittered in her hand. 

“Wow.” He scooped it up and examined 
it. “I bet this is worth money. Someone must 
have covered it over with the other stuff to 
hide it.” 

“How exciting!” Her eyes were shining. 
“Is that jade?” | 

He looked more closely at the baby. “I 
think so. And the gold is high quality.” 

“How would a peasant girl get some- 
thing like this?” 

“She probably didn’t know what she had.” 

A truck maneuvered into a parking space 
across the street under the streetlight. Two 
men got out, and he recognized Rick and 
Brendan. “The reinforcements are here,” 
he said. He stood and greeted the men. 

Brendan hadn’t changed much in five 
years. Broad shoulders filled out a casual 
blue shirt. His khaki pants were a little 
wrinkled and stained. His dark hair needed 
a trim, but those brown eyes that missed 
nothing were sharp and inquisitive. 

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Eden 
said, taking his hand. | 

“Same here.” He squeezed her fingers, 
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then glanced at the pendant on the table. 
Frowning, he pointed to it. “May |?” 

“Sure.” Clay handed it to him. 

The other man examined it with care. 
When he turned it over, he inhaled sharply. 
“What are you doing with a Santiago heir- 
loom? They’d kill to get this back.” 

Clay wrapped his fingers around the 
bauble. The trinket was worth so much 
more money than he’d dreamed, but even 
more than that, it was prized by a drug 
family connected to Eden. The cool weight 
of the jade in his hand convinced him it 
was real. 

He held it up to the light. The veins and 
color of the jade were exceptional. “Are 
they looking for this?” 

Brendan nodded, swiping a lock of hair 
out of his eyes. “Il heard it was stolen by a 
rival about seven years ago.” 

“Stolen?” 

Brendan leaned back in his chair. “The 
Santiago family is a rival of Juarez, that 
guy you had a run-in with in Colombia.” 

“Juarez stole it?” 

“That’s what Hector Santiago claims.” 

He heard Eden gasp beside him. “Hec- 
tor Santiago?” 
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Brendan nodded. “Dangerous guy. He’s 
blamed all the bad luck that’s hit his family 
on its disappearance. Does he know you 
have it? It’s worth more to him than the 
monetary value. Much more.” 

“| didn’t even know | had it until Eden 
dropped it. It was covered with this.” Clay 
stooped and pinched a sample of the ma- 
terial that had covered the jewelry. 

“So why is it important?” Eden asked. 

“It's been in his family for generations. 
Legend has it that the man who owns it 
will hold his wealth and power until death. 
Since it came up missing, his star has 
been waning.” Brendan turned the stone- 
like substance over in his hands. “Some- 
one took pains to disguise this. Tell me 
how you got it.” He dug a plastic bag out of 
his pocket and dropped in the remains. 

Clay told him how he’d come to have it 
in his possession. “It was in my pocket the 
night you busted me out of jail.” 

“| can tell you now that I’d been in the 
neighboring town investigating the shoot- 
ing of someone Santiago thought had this 
thing. And you had it all along.” 

Rick came from the coffee shop with 
two cups in his hand. “Hazelnut latte, ex- 
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tra hot,” he said, handing it to Brendan 
before sitting in the last chair. “What have 
you found out about the girls?” 

“We haven't gotten that far yet.” Clay 
~ brought him up to speed on the piece of 
jewelry. 

“Is there any way this Santiago could 
know you have this? Maybe he took Bri- 
anna to get it back,” Rick asked. 

Eden plucked the pendant from Clay’s 
hand. “The ransom demand was for money, 
not this. | think they’re unrelated.” Her voice 
was defiant, and she shot Clay a glance 
that warned him to say nothing about her 
father. 

Clay held her gaze. “But | never thought 
money was the real issue. There are a lot 
of possibilities. I'd always thought they 
were luring us out into the open for some 
other reason.” 

“What about the camera?” she asked, 
wrinkling her forehead. “What pictures did 
you take?” 

“Like | said, kids, the village.” It had 
been so long ago. Though the trauma of 
the night in jail was burned into his mem- 
ory, the village itself had faded into the 
mists of time. 
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“No pictures of this?” Rick asked. 

“Nope.” Clay tried to remember if there 
were any pictures of the pendant in exis- 
tence. A dim memory tried to surface, but 
he couldn't quite grasp it. 

“What?” Eden asked. 

“Nothing. Let’s talk about the girls.” 

She bit her lip. “Uust a minute. We have 
to tell Brendan and Rick.” 

“Tell us what?” Rick asked, his face trou- 
bled. 

“| just met my birth mother after twenty 
years. She’s married to Hector’s brother.” 

Brendan sat upright. “His brother?” 

She nodded and exhaled harshly. “Omar. 
And my mother says Hector is my father.” 

“Holy cow,” Brendan said softly. “This is 
a strange wrinkle. Where is your dad now?” 

“| have no idea. The last time | saw him 
| was a little girl.” 

“And you have something he’s been 
searching for a good six years,” Brendan 
said. “That’s ominous to me in light of your 
daughter’s kidnapping.” 

“There’s more. We found a picture of 
the dead kidnapper in an old yearbook at 
the ranch. His name was Jose Santiago.” 

“Hector’s son.” | 
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Clay felt as though he’d been sucker 
punched. “Brianna’s own uncle took her?” 
— “T... 1 killed my own brother?” Eden’s 

voice trembled. She buried her face in her 
hands. “Oh, | can’t bear it.” 

Clay scooted his chair closer and put 
his arm around her. “It was an accident, 
honey.” 

She raised a white face. “How could he 
do something like that? And why not just 
ask for the pendant back?” 

Brendan shook his head. “Makes no 
sense, does it? I'll see what | can find out.” 
He pulled the file toward him. “These the 
bios?” 

“Yep,” Rick said. Then to Clay: “And 
Brendan brought a copy of everything in 
the files about the kidnapping. We thought 
we could compare the two, see if there are 
any connections.” Rick flipped open the file. 
“Let’s look at Madeline.” 

“We know her mother was in a mental 
hospital. She showed up here,” Clay said. 
“They look enough alike that | think we 
can rule her out. She has blond hair just 
like Madeline. Though she looked too old, 
it might just be that she’s had a rough life.” 

Brendan pulled the file over to scan it. 
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“In my line of work, you assume nothing.” 
He began to read and his brow furrowed. 

“What is it?” Eden asked. 

“This makes no sense. The woman who 
claims to be Madeline’s mother had a hys- 
terectomy when she was fifteen, following a 
car accident. That seems to be what sent 
her over the edge. She’s fifty now. So there’s 
no way she could be Madeline’s mother.” 

“But she came to the ranch,” Clay pro- 
tested. 

“Maybe she’s another relative, but she’s 
not a mother. Has anyone talked to Mad- 
eline about her mother? Or the foster par- 
ents who have her? Maybe the mom 
contacted them and they know some- 
thing.” Brendan made a note. 

“Pl do that,’ Eden said. “She likes to 
chat with me while | brush her hair. Or 
rather, she did. She’s a little miffed with 
me since | had to give her a time-out.” 

“What about the kidnapping?” Brendan 
asked. “How did this all go down?” 

It was going to be painful for Eden to 
relive it. Clay took her hand. “Brianna was 
six weeks old. Eden was making cupcakes 
for my birthday. The baby was roll in 
her room.’ 
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“| had the baby monitor in the kitchen,” 
Eden put in, her voice soft. “The dog 
needed to go out. | stepped outside to put 
him on his chain. When | came back in, | 
heard something bang. It almost sounded 
like the door, but | wanted to check on Bri- 
anna first so | ran up the stairs. Sh-She 
was gone. All that was in her crib was her 
blanket.” 

Brendan winced. So did Rick. 

“Man, that had to have been hard,” Rick 
said. 

“You don’t know the half of it,” Clay said. 
“She called me hysterically. | started to 
dial the police, but before | could, my 
phone rang. It was the kidnapper demand- 
ing ten thousand dollars.” 

Brendan lifted a brow. “That was all?” 

“My thoughts too. He said not to involve 
the police or we'd never see Brianna again. 
We had that much money in our account. 
We were saving to buy a house.” He 
glanced at Eden, hating the pain he saw in 
her eyes. 

“We were supposed to make the ex- 
change at the river,” Eden said. “It was all 
set. But | got in too big of a hurry on the 
wet roads and rammed into the vehicle. It 
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fell into the water. That was the last time 
we ever heard from them.” 

“One body was found but never identi- 
fied. Until we saw his picture—Jose.” 

“And then you got that picture of the 
girls at Bluebird Ranch,” Brendan said. 

Eden cleared her throat. “I tend to think 
Lacie might be Brianna,” she said, shoot- 
ing a glance at Clay. “She was left outside 
a church when she was six months old.” 

“Dressed in an expensive sleeper,” Clay 
added. “So she came from a wealthy fam- 
ily. Or at least a family that could spend 
fifty dollars for a clothing item she would 
only wear a couple of weeks.” 

“Sounds possible,” Brendan agreed. He 
studied the paperwork on the little girl. 
“What about this Sister Marjo? Has any- 
one talked to her?” 

“There hasn’t been time yet,” Clay said. 
“She'll be at the ranch in a few days.” 

“You talk to her when she comes and I'll 
handle Madeline’s so-called mother.” 

His friend knew his stuff. Clay felt em- 
powered just having help. “Katie seems 
unlikely. Her father was killed in a burglary. 
The murderer never apprehended. So she 
had a family.” | 
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“Maybe. Let me check into it.” Brendan 
made another note. “Hard to say how he 
got her. I'll check hospital records and 
nose around the neighborhood.” 

“Then there’s Paige,” Eden put in. “She’s 
also rather likely. Two men left her in the 
toy department at Walmart.” She looked 
down at her lap. “To be honest, | hope 
she’s not our Brianna. | dearly love her, but 
her foster parents want to adopt her. She 
seems to adore them and they’re crazy 
about her. It would hurt them all.” 

Brendan’s gaze softened. “You're a good 
woman, Mrs. Larson.” He read through the 
report. “I'll see if | can take a look at the 
Walmart security tape. We'll figure this out, 
friends. We'll find your girl.” 
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THE STREETLIGHTS HUMMED AS CLAY AND EDEN 
stood below their golden glow. Rick would 
have Brendan in the air by now. Eden 
turned her face to the night sky, brilliant 
with stars. Alpine was quiet except for the 
occasional revving of a car engine on the 
main street that intersected with this one. 

“Ready to go home?” Clay asked, his 
hand on the small of her back. 

Home. How quickly they’d come to think 
of this starkly beautiful place as home. 
“Let’s sit for a while in the park.” She set- 
tled on a park bench and watched birds 
nesting on the trees, their heads tucked 
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under wings. That’s how she’d been going 
through life lately. With her eyes hidden to 
what was around her. She glanced at Clay. 
He sat leaning forward with his forearms 
on his knees. “Thanks for waiting until | 
was ready to tell them that my father is 
Hector Santiago. | know he’s a bad man, 
but it somehow felt terrible to be ratting 
out my own father.” 

He straightened. “I’m proud of you for 
telling them. They needed to know. Bren- 
dan especially. Otherwise he’d be totally 
in the dark about what might be going on.” 

“| had a brother,” she said, her voice 
trembling. “I always wanted a brother or 
sister.” 

“?’m sorry, honey. | don’t understand why 
he didn’t just ask for the pendant back. | 
would have given it to him when | found 
out it was stolen.” 

She held his gaze. “Would you, really? 
Knowing he was a drug dealer?” 

He sighed. “Okay, maybe not. So if he 
ordered his son to take Brianna, why didn't 
he keep her? She was his granddaughter. 
And why not trade her for the pendant? If 
he’s the kidnapper, he asked only for a pal- 
try ten thousand. That’s pennies to him.” 


258 COLLEEN COBLE 


“I don’t know, but | think | need to talk to 
him.” 

“You?” He shook his head. “Way too 
dangerous. What if this has nothing to do 
with him but your call attracts his atten- 
tion? And besides, why would he hate 
you? The kidnapper seems to have a per- 
sonal vendetta against you.” 

She didn’t have an answer for him, but 
the truth he’d pointed out hurt. What could 
her father possibly have against her? 
She’d done nothing to him. “I! don’t even 
care about why he did it. I'll tell him he can 
have his pendant if he will go away and 
leave us in peace.” 

He chewed on his lip, and she could tell 
he wanted to believe it would work. And 
why not? Such a simple solution. He rose 
and walked the length of several sections 
of sidewalk before he came back and sat 
beside her. 

“Okay,” he said. “But | want to do some 
investigation first. See what he’s up to. I'll 
have Brendan get Santiago’s phone num- 
ber for us.” 

“He might oppose our involvement.” 

“| don’t think so. What’s it to him if we 
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manage to finally get this madman off our 
backs?” He pulled out his phone. 
“He'll still be in the air.” 

“He'll have his phone on.” Clay dialed 
the number. 

She listened to him explain the situa- 
tion. It was clear Brendan wasn’t happy 
about it. Clay finally hung up. 

“He was ticked,” she said. 

Clay nodded. “More than | thought he 
would be. He thinks it’s dangerous to con- 
tact him.” 

“It's more dangerous if we don't,” she 
pointed out. “Our daughter is still in dan- 
ger. And maybe we can find out what he 
has against me.” 

“None of us likes it.” He paused. “But 
Brendan is going to get the number. He'll 
have it for us within twenty-four hours.” 

And this nightmare might be over. They 
would identify their daughter and be able 
to move on with their lives. Clay’s arm 
pressed against hers, and she suppressed 
a shiver. What would he say if she told him 
she’d never stopped loving him? He might 
chalk it all up to God’s will. He didn’t be- 
lieve in divorce, he'd said. | 
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Neither did she. But she wanted a man 
who loved her completely, for herself. Not 
for some misguided sense of duty. Yes, 
he’d said he wanted to marry her, that he 
missed her and was glad when he found 
out she was pregnant. But how many of 
his assurances were merely what he 
thought he was supposed to say? 

“Eden?” 

His mouth was near her ear, his breath 
on her neck. If she turned her head, her 
lips would graze his. But she didn’t suc- 
cumb to the passion burning through her 
veins. If she did, the heartbreak to come 
would be too great. 

Tell him you want a future with him. 

She turned her head and was lost when 
he slipped his arm around her and drew 
her close. His lips touched hers, moved to 
the curve of her jaw and to her ear. 

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he whis- 
pered into her hair. 

She let herself mold to him. “I wish I’d 
had the courage to stay.” 

“| wish I'd never left you. Neither of us 
was thinking. What happened when you 
ran off?” | 

“Daniel was in Wabash, so | went there. 
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| found a job.” She didn’t want him to be 
angry that she’d run to Daniel, so she 
blurted out the first thing that came to mind. 
“| spent weeks, months, dreaming that you 
found me. That you showed up at the door 
with Brianna in your arms. That was the 
only way | managed to get by, day by day.” 

“| should have followed you. Stupid pride 
got in the way. Then you were seeing Kent.” 

“That was no grand passion. It was sur- 
vival.” 

“| don’t think his emotions were heavily 
involved either.” 

“No, they weren't. He and | just 
seemed .. . suitable.” 

A train blew its horn a block over. A 
lonesome sound. “That whistle was like 
me, Clay. Sounding out a lonely note and 
hoping someone would hear me so | didn't 
have to be alone. Kent heard it and an- 
swered. But that’s all it was.” 

He held her gaze. “I’m glad.” 


| 
: 


4K 
All the girls had freshly washed hair and 
smelled like Eden’s lavender soap, which 
she’d brought with her. Every female liked 
fragrance. She'd dried five small heads, 
then tucked the girls into their beds with a 
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book. Except for Madeline. She sat on the 
big bed against the wall, as far away from 
Eden as she could get. 

Eden picked up a brush and went to 
join her. “Want me to brush your hair?” 
she asked. Madeline had loved having her 
hair brushed until the day Eden disciplined 
her. Maybe some cuddle time would end 
the tension. Eden longed to restore their 
good relationship. The pain in the child’s 
eyes tore at her. 

Madeline didn’t look at her, but after a 
moment’s hesitation, she nodded. “If you 
want.” She presented her stiff back to Eden. 

“Let’s sit at the dressing table.” Eden 
led her to the stool. She wanted to watch 
Madeline’s expressions in the mirror. 

Eden released the braids and ran her 
fingers through to loosen the strands be- 
fore she began to run the brush through 
the long blond tresses. “You have such 
pretty hair. Why do you like so much to 
have it brushed?” 

“Brushing makes it stay pretty.” 

“It's lovely. Brushing is good for it?” 

“My mother used to do it.” 

Eden slowed the brush, then started 
again. “When did you see your mother last?” 
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“| don’t know.” Madeline closed her 
eyes, the expression of bliss on her face 
reflected in the mirror. “| guess | saw her 
for a minute the other day. She came when 
she wasn’t supposed to. Mr. Clay made 
her go away.” 

“How old were you when she... went 
away?” 

“| don’t remember. Maybe three? | was 
little.” 

Eden nodded gravely, smothering her 
smile. “What do you remember about her?” 

“She smelled good. Like flowers. And 
her hands were soft.” 

“What color was her hair?” 

“It was blond. Like mine.” 

The blond hair on the woman who had 
visited the other day might have been dyed. 
And it wouldn’t do any good to ask Made- 
line how old her mother was. A child had 
no concept of a parent’s age. But Madeline 
had recognized her mother the other day— 
unless the person she thought was her 
mother really wasn't. It was all a muddle. 

“She had a little spot right here.” Made- 
line indicated a spot beside her mouth. — 
“She said it was a beauty spot. | liked to 
touch it.” 
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Eden would have to ask Clay if the 
woman claiming to be Madeline’s mother 
had a mole by her mouth. “What else do 
you remember?” 

“| had her eyes.” 

“So, blue eyes?” 

Madeline nodded. “She used to sing to 
me too. She used to sing in the choir in 
Mexico.” 

“Mexico?” 

Madeline nodded. “That’s what she 
said.” 

The longer Eden brushed the little girl’s 
hair, the more relaxed she became. Maybe 
things would be back to normal tomorrow. 
“Want me to braid your hair for sleep?” 
she asked, putting down the brush. When 
Madeline shook her head, Eden smiled. 
“Time for bed, then. Scoot.” 

Madeline slid from the chair and Eden 
patted her behind as she passed. Such 
darling girls. She felt fulfilled and neces- 
sary here. Like what she did mattered. 
she kissed each of the girls, turned on the 
CD of hymns, then flipped off the light and 
shut the door, leaving a crack that let in a 
tiny sliver of light. 

The heady scent of coffee hung in the 
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air and she followed her nose to the kitchen. 
“Decaf?” 

Clay turned from the pot with two cups 
in his hand. “Yep. | made it strong, though. 
And it’s freshly ground.” 

“Smells good.” Their hands touched 
when she took the coffee from him. “I talked 
to Madeline.” 

He led her to the living room and plopped 
onto the sofa. “And?” 

She sank beside him on the cushion 
he’d patted invitingly. “She says her mother 
had a mole by her mouth. Did you notice a 
mole?” 

He frowned silently for a moment, then 
shook his head. “No mole. I’m positive.” 

“She could’ve had it removed.” 

“Maybe. But | didn’t see a scar either.” 

“She might have covered it with makeup.” 

“We can probably get a photo of her.” 

She took a sip of her coffee. Nice and 
strong. “| wondered if the woman she re- 
members from when she was little is dif- 
ferent from the older one who came. 
Madeline seems fond of the memories but 
frightened of the woman in the yard.” | 

He propped his feet on the battered cof- 
fee table. “The kits are on their way.” 
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“It will be such a relief to know. Then we 
can begin to delve into the background of 
how Brianna came to be here. That might 
tell us who is terrorizing us now. | want 
that man behind bars.” 

“No more than | do,” he said grimly. 

She sipped her coffee and studied his 
expression over the rim of her cup. His 
comment last night had haunted her. He’d 
been glad she was pregnant. Glad! When 
the very thought had terrified her. And her 
misperception had set the tone of their en- 
tire marriage. She’d been sure he felt com- 
pelled to marry her, that if he’d had his 
choice, they never would have seen each ~ 
other after Hawaii. 

What if she hadn’t seen anything right? 


ak 

The DNA kits had been unpacked and 
spread out on the table. Clay eyed the 
swabs. “I guess we have to get the sam- 
ples the way they want them. What do we 
tell the girls?” He glanced through the win- 
dow at the children playing in the yard. 
They were catching lizards. 

She took the pitcher of iced tea from the 
refrigerator and poured a glass over ice, 
then handed it to him. “We could just tell 
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them we have tests we need to send in. 
I'm sure they’ve been to the doctor before. 
| doubt they'll think anything about it.” 

“| suppose. One at a time or bring them 
all in?” 

“We'll make it a game with all of them.” 
She shoved open the window. “Girls, 
would you come in here for a minute?” 

The girls left the hapless lizard they’d 
been chasing and trooped into the kitchen. 

“What’s that?” Lacie eyed the swabs on 
the table. 

“We're going to see who can do the 
best job with these swabs,” Eden said. 
She picked one up and held it aloft. “We 
want you to stick it in your mouth and turn 
it against your cheek. Like this.” She dem- 
onstrated, turning the swab against the in- 
side of her cheek. “See if you can get it all 
wet without sucking on it. You need to 
push it against your cheek kind of hard but 
not hard enough to hurt.” She finished the 
sample for herself and popped it into the 
plastic bag and labeled it with her name. 

“?m going to win!” Katie grabbed the 
first swab and worked it in her mouth. 

The other girls were quick to follow her 
example. Five minutes later they had five 
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carefully labeled samples. She sent the 
girls back out to play. “Now you,” she told 
Clay. 

He obliged. She labeled his, then slid the 
samples into the return bag. “Is this even 
legal?” she asked. 

He hesitated. “I’m not sure, to tell you 
the truth. It wouldn’t stand up in a court of 
law, but | don’t think it’s illegal. Any father 
could gather DNA and test a child he’s 
been accused of fathering. | admit, I'd 
rather do it through the courts, but that will 
take too much time.” 

In a few days this nightmare would be 
over. They’d be able to tell Brianna that 
she had parents who loved her and wanted 
her to live with them forever. Eden’s eyes 
misted at the thought. 

“Have you thought about how we will 
tell her?” Clay asked as she sealed the 
envelope. 

“Pve thought of little else now that we'll 
Know in a few days.” 

“And?” 

“We have to be careful not to scare her. 
I'm not sure we should mention the kid- 
napping. Maybe just say we lost her for a 
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while. Then, when the kidnapper is behind 
bars, we can tell her the truth.” 

He nodded. “I’ve been thinking the same. 
If Katie happens to be Brianna, she’s al- 
ready dealing with nightmares. We don’t 
want to compound them.” Clay’s phone 
rang and he glanced at the screen. “It’s 
Brendan.” 

She sat down. So much of her past was 
slamming into her. She wasn’t sure she 
was ready for all of this. 

Clay opened a kitchen drawer and rum- 
maged, then produced a pen and paper. 
“Go ahead,” he said. 

Brendan must have gotten her father’s 
phone number. Her insides were unsettled. 
What would she even say when she called? 
Hi, I’m the daughter you never acknowl- 
edged. That would go over really well. 

Clay disconnected the call. “He got the 
number.” 

“| gathered that.” 

“You look nervous.” 

She clasped her shaking hands to- 
gether. “Il am.” 

“| can call for you.” 

She shook her head. “I need to do this. 
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Maybe there is some sliver of compassion 
left in his soul for me. | can appeal to him 
to leave us alone.” She didn’t remember 
much about him—just that he was big with 
black hair and angry eyes. 

Clay slid the paper across the table to 
her. “Tell him to send someone after that 
pendant and it’s all his.” He grimaced. “I 
hate to give it up, though. | liked seeing it 
on you.” 

“We'll find something similar,” she said. 

“All he has to do is leave us alone.” 

“And tell us which girl is ours,” she said, 
picking up the paper. 

“| doubt he knows.” He held up the en- 
velope. “This will tell us in a few more days.” 

She hoped he didn’t notice the way her 
hands shook as she punched in the num- 
ber. Her mouth was dry as she held the 
phone to her ear. 

“Hola.” The man’s curt voice was gruff. 

The voice turned her insides to pud- 
ding. “Is this Hector Santiago?” 

“You should have known that before you 
called, chica.” 

“Don't hang up. Please.” She wetted her 
lips. “Th-This is Eden Davidson.” When si- 
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lence answered her statement, she thought 
he’d hung up. “Hello?” 

“lam here. What do you want from me?” 

“Nothing. | have information for you.” 

“Perhaps | do not want this information. 
Especially if there are strings attached. | 
gave your mother all the money she is 
getting from me.” 

“| have something you want.” 

“Which is?” 

“Your missing pendant. The one with 
the woman and baby.” 

There was a thump on the other end as 
though his feet had hit the floor. “You have 
my pendant?” 

A foreboding touched her spine and she 
shuddered. “I do.” 

“How is it that you are in possession of 
this item?” 

She was tired of dancing around the 
truth. He had to know. “My husband has it. 
We didn’t realize its significance in my 
daughter’s kidnapping until yesterday.” 

The tinkle of ice in a glass came through 
the phone. “I do not understand.” 

“|... | Suspect your son kidnapped my 
daughter, thinking to get this item back as 
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a ransom once he lured us out for the 
switch.” 

“So you killed my son.” Irony was in the 
undercurrent of his words. 

“It was an accident.” This wasn’t going 
the way she’d thought it would. “Listen, 
you can have your pendant. We just want 
to be left alone now. Which child is my Bri- 
anna?” 

“| know nothing of this matter other than 
that my son kidnapped a child and died. | 
never knew what his plan was.” 

Her hope deflated. Was he lying? “Maybe 
he wanted to bring the pendant to you as 
a surprise.” 

“Perhaps that is so. Thank you for your 
call. | will send someone to fetch my prop- 
erty.” 

The phone clicked in her ear. “He hung 
up.” She swallowed hard. “He made no 
promise to leave us alone.” 

Clay’s face was grim. “He claims to 
know nothing about Brianna?” 

“So he says.” 

“?’m not sure | believe him.” 

she chewed her lip. “Il don’t know for 
sure, but he appeared to be telling the 
truth. His son could have been doing it on 
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his own, hoping to gain some favor with 
Hector. He sounds like a tough and scary 
man.” 

“So we're back to square one. But if 
Hector is the one who has been targeting 
you, then the harassment will stop.” 

“Somehow | don’t think he’s been tar- 
geting me. Why scare me? Why not just 
come and get his property? Kill us if he 
has to. There is more going on than we 
know.” 

“| mean to find out what it is,” Clay said. 
He rose. “I’m going to run these to Rita. 
She’s going to town and can drop them at 
the post office.” 

“In a couple of days we'll know which 
girl is Brianna.” 

The waiting was almost over. 


Zl 


THE BED WELCOMED HER LIKE AN OLD FRIEND, 
though she didn’t expect to sleep well. She 
was beginning to get used to Clay’s pres- 
ence on the other side of the mattress. 
She waited subconsciously for another 
scratch on the window or a sinister phone 
call, but all was quiet. 

She was nearly asleep when a shriek 
tore through the air. She and Clay leaped 
from the bed at the same time and col- 
lided in their haste to get out of the room. 

He yanked open the door. “Wait here.” 

“It’s one of the girls!” She followed him 
down the hall. 
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When he thrust open the door to the 
girls’ room, light spilled from the hall onto 
the nearest bed. Katie was sitting upright 
with her eyes open. Scream after scream 
tore from her throat. 

“Check her.” 

Eden ran to pull the child into her arms 
while Clay stepped to the window and 
peered outside. “It’s okay, honey,” she said, 
smoothing the little girl’s tangled hair from 
her face. 

Like a monkey, Katie wrapped both 
arms and legs around Eden. She buried 
her sweaty face in Eden’s neck and burst 
into tears. Eden rocked her back and forth, 
shushing her. “I’ve got you,” she said against 
Katie’s hair. “No one will hurt you.” 

When the child’s sobs tapered off, Katie 
pulled away and a last shudder rippled 
through her. Eden glanced around to see 
all the girls sitting up with wide eyes. “Did 
you see something?” she asked Katie. 

Katie shook her head. “I was dreaming. 
That man came.” 

“What man, honey?” A nightmare. Her 
gaze locked with Clay’s over the top of Ka- | 
tie’s head as he soothed the other girls 
and they settled back into bed. 


276 COLLEEN COBLE 


“| don’t know. Daddy hid me in the 
closet. But he never came back to get me. 
The policeman took me away.” 

“You didn’t see the man?” 

Katie put her thumb in her mouth and 
shook her head. She pulled it out shame- 
facedly, then put her hand in the pocket of 
her pajamas. “Just his back. | peeked 
through the keyhole. He had a blue jacket.” 

Eden hugged her. “It’s okay. No one will 
hurt you.” 

Katie shivered. “What if he comes back? 
Maybe he thinks | saw him. But | didn’t.” 

“| don’t think he'll be back. Mr. Clay will 
protect you if he does. | bet he’s bigger 
than that man.” 

A ghost of a smile lifted the little girl’s 
lips, and she nodded. “He was skinny and 
not nearly as tall as my daddy.” 

A little more of a description but still not 
much. “Could you see his hair?” 

She nodded. “It was red like mine. | only 
‘member because | never saw anyone with 
my color hair before. Daddy said it was 
because | came from the angels.” 

“The angels? What about yourmommy?” 

“| don’t have a mommy.” She nestled 
against Eden’s chest. “Il want a mommy!” 
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The words made something nameless 
swell in Eden’s heart. Longing, regret, and 
pain all mixed to form some emotion that 
was harder to put her finger on. Maybe 
helplessness was the right word. She'd 
been caught in a maelstrom and was 
drowning in all the events that kept slam- 
ming her under the water. 

“You're a sweet, sweet girl,” she whis- 
pered against Katie’s hair. She inhaled the 
fragrance of little girl and choked back the 
lump in her throat. She glanced at Clay. 
“Anything?” 

He shook his head. “Guess it was just a 
nightmare.” 

Katie went limp against Eden, and her 
breathing evened out. Eden reluctantly 
let Clay lift the child from her arms. On 
the other side of the bed, Eden pulled 
back the covers, plumped the pillow, then 
covered Katie after Clay laid her down. 
When Eden kissed the soft cheek, she 
detected a slight smile on Katie’s face. 
~ Even in sleep, she knew when she was 
loved. 

The other girls were snuggled back in © 
their pillows. She and Clay made another 
round, comforting each one and bestowing 
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kisses on every face. She would miss this 
ritual when she was gone from here. 

They backed out of the room. “Is that 
someone at the door?” Clay asked. 

She heard the knock then. Not timid, 
but not loud either. Authoritative. She fol- 
lowed Clay to the door. The man peering 
in the window was in his forties. His black 
hair curled over his collar. He looked dan- 
gerous to Eden. 

“Are you sure you should open it?” she 
whispered. “He hasn't seen us yet.” But as 
soon as the words were out of her mouth, 
Clay flipped on the light. 

“Stay here,” he said. He crossed the 
room in four strides and opened the door. 
“Can | help you?” 

“Santiago sent me.” The man didn’t wait 
for an invitation but brushed past Clay to 
stand in the living room. 

That was fast. “I'll get it,” Eden said. Any- 
thing to get away. The man’s gaze seemed 
to see through her cotton pajamas. 

She rushed back to the bedroom and 
snatched up the pendant. Before she took 
it to the man, she pulled on a robe and 
tied it. One last time, she ran her fingers 
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over the precious piece and allowed her- 
self to regret that she had to give it up. It 
had been such a symbol of the family they 
wanted to build. 

He and Clay were silent and tense by 
the door when she returned. The sooner 
they got this guy out of here, the happier 
she would be. “Here it is.” She handed him 
the pendant. 

He inspected it, then grunted. “You were 
telling the truth. | will tell Santiago.” 

What if they hadn’t? Would her own fa- 
ther have murdered her? 


4k 
Clay could lie and watch her sleep for hours. 
He propped himself on his elbow and 
studied the even rise and fall of Eden’s 
chest. So relaxed in sleep. All guards 
down. Every care eased from her face. 

He could only pray turning over that 
pendant last night would make a differ- 
ence in the attacks that had been directed 
at Eden, though she might be right to think 
there was no connection between the 
threats and the jewelry. He eased out of 
bed and went to the kitchen to make cof- 
fee. The girls all still slept as well. The late 
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night had worn everyone out. Except for 
him. He was alert and eager to learn more 
today from Brendan. 

The sun had just begun to peek over 
the mountain’s jagged silhouette when he 
took his coffee out to the porch. He 
watched the sun chase the purple shad- 
ows from the peaks, exposing the cholla 
and prickly pear. A blooming cactus or two 
brought a little color to the hillside. Sipping 
his coffee, he rocked in the chair. The mo- 
tion soothed him and let his mind wander. 
Only God could heal his relationship with 
Eden. The cracks went deep, and they 
needed the right foundation. 

Boots crunched on gravel, and he saw 
Rick’s familiar form. The other man mounted 
the steps and dropped into the chair beside 
Clay. “Want some coffee?” Clay asked him. 

“Not that stuff you’re drinking. A spoon 
could stand up in it by itself. | can smell 
how strong it is from here.” Rick grinned 
and stretched out his legs. “Nothing like 
early morning for talking with God.” 

“My thoughts too.” Clay felt a real con- 
nection with Rick. After rolling his suitcase 
around the world, Clay didn’t have many 
close friends. His defenses were down 
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with this guy. “Too early to hear from Bren- 
dan.” 

“Actually, | just got off the phone with him.” 

“That guy ever sleep?” 

“He’s a panther. Always on the prowl.” 
Rick propped a booted ankle on his knee. 
“He watched that video from Walmart last 
night.” 

“And?” 

“The two guys were Hispanic. Maybe 
Colombian, maybe not. But the interesting 
thing is that he thought he recognized one 
of them as a thug who works for Santiago.” 

Something kicked in Clay’s chest. “So 
Paige is my daughter!” 

“Whoa, don’t go jumping to conclusions. 
We don’t know that. For one thing, Bren- 
dan only thinks it might be him. He’s going 
to run the tape through some programs 
and see if he can get a definite match.” 

Clay rubbed his eyes. “This is going to 
hurt that nice family. We’d hoped for one 
of the other girls.” 

“Like | said, don’t assume anything.” 
He stared at Clay. “The kidnapper lured 
you here. Why? He could have taken you 
out anytime and gotten that pendant, if 
that’s what he’s after. Good grief, man, 
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you carried it in your pocket! All he had to 
do was knock you upside the head and 
take it.” 

“| know. Eden seems to be a personal 
target, which makes no sense. She wasn't 
even with me in Colombia. Or when | re- 
ceived the picture of the girls here at Blue- 
bird.” 

“Any idea who might want to hurt her?” 

“| had my suspects.” 

“Had? No longer?” 

“Eden called Santiago. He sent a guy to 
pick up the pendant.” 

“And you're sure it’s over?” 

Clay sipped his coffee. “I don’t know. 
Something still feels off about it. Look, 
there’s something we haven't mentioned.” 

Rick sighed and put his boot back on 
the floor. “More danger?” 

“No, nothing like that. But after Brianna 
was taken, our marriage fell apart.” 

Rick’s eyes held sympathy. “It happens. 
Hard to endure so much pain.” 

“Eden blamed herself. | blamed myself. 
We blamed each other. Toxic combo. | 
headed out for a mission, and she wasted 
no time in ditching me.” He hated the deri- 
sion in his voice. | 
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“I’m sorry.” 

“Eden filed for divorce. The papers came 
while | was overseas. | shoved them in a 
drawer and ignored them. Always thought 
eventually I’d come back and talk her into 
trying again.” 

“And you did.” 

“Only after | was shoved into it by the 
picture.” 

“Bet she was surprised.” 

Clay wished he could smile at the mem- 
ory of her shock, but his own had been 
too great. There she was, about to accept 
another man’s proposal. “I’d always known 
where she was, but my stupid pride wouldn't 
let me chase her. | found her in the middle 
of a marriage proposal.” 

“But she was still married to you?” 

“Yep. But she didn’t know it. She’d 
signed the papers and didn't realize the 
final decree hadn't been issued. Her attor- 
ney had a heart attack and never followed 
up after he got back to work.” 

“Hoo-ee, you mean this was one of those 
scenes like in the movies? You showed up 
and told her the happy news?” 

“At least | got there before she actually 
said yes.” Clay managed a weak smile. 
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“Bet that was a shock when she saw you.” 

“| thought she might faint. But I'll give her 
this—the minute she heard Brianna was 
still alive, she didn’t hesitate. She walked 
away from the guy and never looked back.” 

Rick stretched out his legs. “What about 
him?” 

“He let her go. Seemed to think finding 
Brianna was the best thing for her to focus 

“So what’s the problem? She’s resistant 
to trying again?” 

“Bull’s-eye on your first guess, my friend. 
I’m working on it, though.” 

“My wife is pretty perceptive,” Rick said. 
“She said the other day that it warmed her 
heart to see the way the two of you look at 
each other.” 

Clay wanted to cling to that encourage- 
ment, to hope Eden held some kind of 
feelings for him besides disappointment 
and betrayal. “I’m crazy about her,” he 
said. “From the first time | saw her, | haven’t 
looked at another woman.” 

“She'll find it hard to resist that kind of 
devotion.” } | 

“Well, that’s the hope anyway.” 

Rick’s stare was speculative. “Where 
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will you go from here when that guy is be- 
hind bars and you have Brianna back?” 

“Wish | Knew. She’s agreed to live to- 
gether to give Brianna more stability.” 

“| don’t know much about the problems 
in your relationship, but | know one thing,” 
Rick said, his expression grave. “God can 
work miracles.” 

“That’s what I’m going to need.” 

“And that’s what I'll pray for with you.” 

When Rick bowed his head, Clay real- 
ized he meant now. God had sent him a 
prayer warrior right when he needed tt. 


22 


AFTER CHURCH AND SUNDAY DINNER, EDEN 
went with Allie to take possession of a do- 
nated horse. The misery in the old mare’s 
eyes clutched at Eden’s heart. “Where'd 
she come from?” she asked Allie, who was 
coaxing the animal from the battered trailer 
with a sugar cube in her outstretched 
hand. “She doesn’t look like she’s been 
fed very well.” 

Allie’s dark eyes flashed. “The way 
people mistreat their animals makes me 
furious. I’d like to put this girls owner in a 
barn and feed him every three days and 
see how he likes it.” | 
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“Is that what happened?” The horse 
moseyed toward Eden, and she stepped 
back, even though she wished she had 
the courage to touch that rough fur. 

“Yes. A neighbor turned him in. Rick 
talked the guy into letting us have her fora 
hundred dollars.” 

“You bought her?” 

“It was the only way to save her.” The 
mare finally nibbled at the sugar in Allie’s 
hand, but she flinched when Allie touched 
her nose. “Easy,” she murmured. 

“Will she live?” Eden wanted to touch 
the poor, mistreated thing. She put out a 
timid hand, then withdrew it. 

“| think so. Shannon seems optimistic. 
This old girl is malnourished, but the right 
food and some love will fix her right up. 
We have plenty of both.” 

“You seem to have an abundance of 
horses. Do you do this all the time?” 

Allie stepped back when the horse me- 
andered away. She wiped her hands on 
her jeans. “My grandfather had a dream. 
He saw how abused children responded 
to mistreated animals. A bond of love | 
helped them both. So he opened this 
ranch to help children and horses.” 


288 COLLEEN COBLE 


“And you’ve run it ever since?” 

“Well, Rick has. | came later.” Allie smiled. 
“| love it here.” She glanced at Eden’s tan 
Slacks. “There’s a really great jeans store in 
town. Nice selection. We should go shop- 
ping.” 

She couldn’t wear jeans any easier than 
she could shoot someone. Well, maybe she 
could. She’d been dreaming about jeans 
and boots. What did that mean? Was she 
changing? Being here had opened her 
eyes in some ways. But she wasn’t quite 
ready for jeans. 

“Maybe,” she said. “I do love to shop. | 
need to make a call. Do you mind watch- 
ing the girls a minute?” 

“They’re fine. Buzz and the guys have 
them under control. I'll sit right here and 
oversee.” She hopped onto the top rung of 
the fence. 

“Thanks.” Eden went to the house, got 
the portable phone, then settled on the 
back step. Maybe she shouldn't, but she 
wanted to tell Daniel what had happened 
with her mother. 

Glancing at her watch, she saw it would 
be two oclock back in Indiana. Daniel 
would be working on his bills this after- 
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noon, maybe watching sports on TV. 
sometimes the two of them used to play 
Monopoly while they ate fudge and pop- 
corn. She missed those days. 

The phone rang and rang. She was 
about to hang up when he finally picked 
up on the other end. She knew he was on 
because she heard the TV in the back- 
ground but he said nothing. “Daniel?” 

“| told you not to call me, Eden.” 

“| know, but | thought you might want to 
know that | met with my mother,” she said 
before he could hang up. 

There was a long pause. “Oh? And why 
should that interest me?” 

His voice was so cold. This was a mis- 
take. “If you’re not interested, that’s all 
there is to say. Sorry | bothered you.” She 
hesitated, but when he didn’t say anything 
more, she clicked off the phone. 

Her eyes burned. Daniel had been her 
brother in all the ways that counted. She 
must have hurt him terribly. Her chest 
heaved, quick little gasps of air. Daniel 
was so bitter, so angry. What had she 
done to him? It was as though she’d worn | 
blinders all her life and didn’t see anything 
clearly. 
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“Eden?” 

She lifted her head at the sound of 
Clay’s voice. “You were right,” she said. 
“Daniel hates me. Hates me!” 

He embraced her. “I’m sorry.” 

She leaned her head into his chest. “I’m 
not sure why this has hit me so hard.” 

“What did he say?” 

“| called him to let him know I’'d seen my 
mother. Since he gave me the agency’s 
number and all.” 

“They say there’s a fine line between 
love and hate. He crossed it?” 

“It appears so.” She leaned into him. 
His shirt smelled of Downy. She wished 
she could stay here all afternoon, shel- 
tered by Clay’s strength. 

He dropped a kiss on her head. “We 
have that international dinner tonight, 
right? How about you go do your cooking 
and try not to worry. I'll look after the girls.” 

She knew he was right. There was no 
repairing the damage now. Daniel would 
get over it or he wouldn’t. She went to the 
kitchen of the main house. 

Rita had an apron for Eden and sup- 
plies laid out for her. And a pot of coffee 
on. “You know me too well,” Eden told her. 
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Rita wrinkled her nose. “You'll need all 
the strength you can get to endure the co- 
conut smell.” 

Eden grinned, then poured a cup of cof- 
fee. “You can leave if it’s going to be too 
painful.” 

“I’m a big girl. | think you'll need some 
help.” She glanced around. “Where’s Clay? 
| made him some oatmeal-scotchie cook- 
ies.” 

“Those are his favorite!” 

“The way to a man’s heart is through his 
stomach.” 

“You'll have to give me the recipe.” Eden 
turned to her ingredients. “The last batch | 
made turned out okay, but | have to double 
it for tonight.” Fortified by coffee with 
cream, she set to work. The rice came out 
a little sticky, but the chicken mixture 
looked and smelled right. 

She tasted it. “I think it’s okay.” What a 
relief. She hadn’t wanted to let Allie down. 
She held up a spoonful. “You can’t really 
taste the coconut.” 

Rita shook her head. “I'd be able to taste 
it.” 

“Are you going to the dinner tonight?” 
Eden asked. 
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Rita flipped a blond braid over her shoul- 
der. “I should say! There’s a cowboy who 
works for Jack MacGowan that | have my 
eye on. I’m not letting one of the other 
women get ahead of me.” She smiled. “Be- 
sides, it’s good fodder for my novel.” 

“How’s that coming?” Eden had never 
known a writer. 

“’m halfway through. | got me a book 
on how to write a romance. | have one of 
those brooding heroes. One who sweeps 
the heroine off her feet. Like Clay.” She 
sighed blissfully. “I bet | get a movie offer 
when it’s done. Maybe Clay can land the 
lead role.” 

Rita had self-confidence at least. Eden 
chuckled. “He’d have all the girls after 
him.” 

She smiled and put the cover on the 
dish, then went to find Clay. They had to 
be at the community center in half an hour. 
He wasn’t at the barn or at the ranch 
house. Rick told her Clay had asked about 
a handsaw and suggested she check the 
shed at the back edge of the property. 

The building was on the west side of the 
back pasture, a dot in the distance from 
the backyard. Eden followed a crushed- 
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stone path through knee-high scrub and 
sage to the building. Painted red like the 
barn, it appeared to be a fairly new addi- 
tion to the property, about thirty feet square. 
The door was shut tight but the padlock 
hung loose. She opened the door and 
peered inside. It contained tools, a yard 
tractor, and various gardening items. 

“Clay?” she called. The scent of oil and 
dust made her sneeze. She advanced into 
the building. “Are you in here?” There was 
no answer. 

The gardening tools hanging on the wall 
reminded her of when she was a kid. Her 
foster mother had loved azaleas. There 
was a small plot of flowers at the edge of 
their house that held four plants, and her 
mother deadheaded them and mulched 
them all summer long. Eden touched a 
pruning shear, then turned to go. 

Strange. She thought she’d left the door 
open. She twisted the handle and pushed, 
but it didn’t move. Maybe she had to turn 
the knob the other way. She tried that, but 
the door still refused to budge. She yanked 
on it and tried everything she could before © 
she admitted that she seemed to be locked 
in. Maybe there was another way out. She 
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saw another door at the back and went to 
try it. It refused to open as well. 

And what was that smell? She sniffed 
the air and the hair stood on the back of 
her neck. It was cologne, the same smell 
that had been in Clay’s truck after it was 
taken. “Who’s there?” she asked, hating 
the way her voice shook. “Show yourself.” 

Was that a scratching sound? Her skin 
crawled. She had to get out of here. Whirl- 
ing, she ran to the window on the front of 
the building. She flipped the latch and tried 
to raise the sash. It seemed stuck. Maybe 
she needed to be taller to get better lever- 
age. Grabbing a nearby bucket, she up- 
ended it and stepped on its bottom. She 
shoved the top of the window with all her 
might but it still wouldn’t open. From her 
vantage point, she realized someone had 
locked the padlock on the door. 

She hopped from the bucket and ran 
with it to the back window. The back door 
was padlocked too. She tried to lift the 
window there and managed to get it up a 
crack before it stuck again. She smelled 
gasoline, and the odor began to intensify. 
The shadows grew deeper too. Was some- 
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one hiding behind the tool bench or the 
yard tractor? 

She shrank back against the wall. Would 
Clay miss her and come searching for 
her? Maybe Rick would tell him she was 
out here looking for him. She heard some- 
thing else. A faint whoosh. Then another 
smell, acrid and noxious, began to over- 
power the gas. Smoke? Surely not. She 
sniffed the air again. It was stronger now. 
No mistaking it. Something was on fire. 

A green hose was coiled on the wall. 
She rushed for it and grabbed it off the 
hook. Where was the faucet? She franti- 
cally looked around the space but saw no 
spigot. Maybe the hose was simply stored 
here. The smell was stronger now, and a 
haze hung in the air. She coughed at the 
burning in her lungs. There, on the work- 
bench. A crowbar. She grabbed it and ran 
for the partially open window. With the 
hook of the crowbar on the bottom edge of 
the sill, she pried as hard as she could. It 
went up a bit but still not far enough to 
squeeze through. | 

The smoke swirled around her, obscur- 
ing her vision even more. The windows 
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were small panes. Standing back a bit, 
she swung the crowbar at the window. The 
end of it smashed through the middle 
pane. The grids were part of the window, 
not removable. But maybe she could knock 
them out. She swung the heavy metal bar 
again and the thin wood popped out. En- 
couraged, she began to batter the window 
as hard and fast as she could. Her vision 
swam and she coughed. 
She wasn't going to make it. 


23 


CLAY WIPED HIS DAMP BROW. HE’D JUST FIN- 
ished cleaning out some stalls. Some iced 
tea would be in order after he returned the 
saw. He found Buzz in the barn. “Thanks 
for the saw. Where’s it go?” 

The old cowboy glanced up from mess- 
ing with a horse’s hoof. “It belongs in the 
shed out yonder. | just had it up here to 
work on a fence.” 

“If you tell me where it goes, I'll put it 
back.” | 
‘Just inside the door to your left are 
hooks with other tools. Any of those hooks 

will do.” Buzz went back to his chore. 
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“Be back shortly. The kids will be ready 
for their rides.” Clay stepped outside the 
barn and squinted at the midday sun that 
glared down from a cloudless sky. Start- 
ing for the outbuilding, he saw a smudge 
against the sky. Almost simultaneously, he 
smelled something. Smoke? He stared 
and realized flames were licking at the roof 
of the building. 

“Firel”? he shouted. “Buzz, Rick, the 
building is on fire!” He saw Buzz exit the 
barn and run toward him. The cowboy re- 
peated the shout of “Fire!” and Clay put on 
a burst of speed and ran toward the build- 
ing. Rick spurted out his door and raced 
toward him as well. 

Clay reached the structure. It was pad- 
locked. Buzz and Rick were only moments 
behind him. 

Rick caught at his arm. “Did you see 
Eden? She was coming back here to look 
for you.” 

The men’s gazes locked, and the fear in 
Rick’s face kicked Clay in the gut. “Il never 
came back here. Buzz had the saw.” He 
yanked at the lock. “You have the key?” 
She couldn't be in there with it locked. 
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More help spilled toward them. Allie, 
Rita, Della, Zeke, the other hands. Most 
carried buckets of water. Rick dug his keys 
from his pocket and selected a small silver 
one. He thrust it in the keyhole and twisted. 
The lock fell open. 

Allie reached him. “Where’s Eden?” 
Clay asked her. 

Her brows rose. “She was cooking, then 
came out here to find you. It’s time for us 
to be leaving for the dinner.” 

Clay’s pulse kicked. Then he heard a 
sound. A choked cry. He yanked the lock 
from the latch and pulled open the door. 
Black smoke roiled out. “Eden!” he yelled. 
He started to run inside, but Rick grabbed 
his arm. 

“It’s not safe!” Rick shouted. 

Clay jerked out of Rick’s grasp and 
plunged into the building. The smoke was 
like a living creature. Writhing and hot, it 
sucked all the oxygen from the air. Soot 
coated his tongue and throat, insinuated 
itself into his lungs and ears. The roar of 
the fire was so loud his own voice scream- | 
ing Eden’s name sounded muffled. 

He stumbled over something and fell. 
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Down here on the floor he could breathe a 
little better, so he crawled forward. “Eden!” 
he shouted. 

His hand touched something yielding 
and inert. Cloth covering a leg. Eden? He 
touched a back, an arm, hair. It was her. 
But which way was out? In the blackness, 
he couldn’t tell. His ears were ringing, and 
he began to pray for guidance. The fire 
flared off to his left. The roof screamed 
and groaned like someone in pain. The 
ringing in his ears grew louder, then a roof 
beam crashed down a few feet away. The 
fire flared higher, and he saw sunlight 
through the clouds of smoke. 

Move, move! He couldn't stay here par- 
alyzed. He needed to go where his toes 
were pointed. The answer should have 
been clear immediately. That was the way 
he’d come. Sliding backward, he dragged 
Eden’s body with him. All he could do was 
pray he kept going in a straight line back 
toward the door. He laid his cheek on the 
hot concrete to rest a moment and try to 
draw in a bit of oxygen. He thought he 
heard shouts. Maybe they were close to 
being out of this nightmare. 

Gathering his strength, he began to slide 
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back again. His left foot hit resistance. The 
wall? “Rick,” he croaked. His voice 
sounded weak and too soft. Rick would 
never hear him. He licked blistered lips 
and tried again. “Rick.” 

A hand grabbed his ankle and yanked. 
He had just enough strength to hang on to 
Eden’s leg as someone hauled them from 
the inferno. Moments later he was lying on 
the hard ground, staring up into an impos- 
sibly bright and blue sky. His vision was 
blurry, but he recognized Rick bending 
over him. 

“Eden,” Clay croaked. 

“She’s out of the building. Allie is taking 
care of her.” 

Rick cupped water in his hand and trick- 
led some over Clay’s face. He’d never felt 
anything so wonderful. He opened his 
mouth and let a bit of the blessed moisture 
touch his parched tongue. “Does Eden 
have water?” 

“Allie’s giving her some.” 

Clay rolled onto his stomach and got to 
his hands and knees. “Where is she? Is — 
she going to be okay?” He didn't wait for 
Rick to answer him but crawled forward a 
few feet to find his wife. She was lying on 
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her back, but her eyes were open. Her 
face was wet too. The water Allie had given 
her had left rivulets in the soot marking 
her skin. 

“Eden,” he whispered. 

She turned her head and saw him. “You 
look like you’ve been playing in mud,” she 
said. Her voice was hoarse. 

“How do you feel?” 

“Alive.” Her hand crept toward him. “You 
nearly died.” 

“So did you.” Inexplicably, he wanted to 
laugh. 

Her hand crept into his. “You nearly died 
with me.” 

“| wouldn't have wanted to live if you’d 
died.” The words were out before he could 
stop them. And he'd never said anything 
he meant more. 


ak 
Clay’s words had seared her heart. Could 
he possibly feel that way? Eden sipped 
the sweet tea Allie had pressed against 
her lips in the cool shade of the front porch. 
Clay was beside her. Her skin felt tight 
and hot. One spot on her leg was bilis- 
tered, but not a large enough area to re- 
quire hospitalization. The doctor had come 
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and gone, leaving aloe cream to help with 
the burned areas. 

Gracie Wayne had come over to take 
charge of the children and ease their fears 
while the adults tried to figure out what hap- 
pened. Firefighters were pouring through 
the smoking ruins now. 

Allie refilled the glass of tea. “Keep 
drinking,’ she ordered. “The doctor says 
we have to keep you both hydrated.” 

The warmth of Clay’s arm against hers 
was almost painful against her reddened 
skin, but Eden didn’t want to move away. 

“What happened?” he asked, his voice 
hoarse from the smoke. “Do you remem- 
ber?” 

Eden was going to have to tell them 
about the locks and the cologne she 
smelled. Her sense of safety vanished. 
“Someone locked me in and set the fire.” 

His arm tightened painfully around her. 
“How do you know?” 

“| left the padlock dangling when | went 
in. When | tried to leave, it was locked. | 
saw it through the window.” | 

“It was locked when | got there,” Rick 
concurred. 

Allie shuddered. “Then what happened?” 
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“| smelled gasoline, then | heard a whoosh. 
The fire igniting, | suppose. Shortly after 
that the smoke came. | grabbed a crow- 
bar and tried to bust out the window, but | 
couldn’t get it done before the smoke got 
so bad that | couldn’t breathe. | dropped 
to the floor so | could get air. That was 
the last thing | remember until you were 
giving me water.” 

Rick was frowning as he stared at her. “I 
don’t think this has anything to do with 
Clay. You seem to be the only target. First 
he tried to scare you away, but you didn’t 
go, so he’s upped the stakes.” 

Her chest felt tight, and not just from 
smoke inhalation. Someone out there 
hated her so much that he wanted to burn 
her alive. “But why? | gave him back the 
pendant.” 

“Maybe | need to give your father a call,” 
Clay said. 

There was something deeper going on. 
Eden took another sip of tea, even though 
it was sweeter than she liked. “What if it’s 
not him?” ; 

“What if it is?” Clay countered, scowl- 
ing. | 
“We need to investigate all possibilities. 
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Check your background,” Rick said. “What 
were you doing before you got here?” 

“I’ve told you—working as a nurse,” she 
said. 

“Let’s back up and take another look,” 
Clay said. “How did you meet Kent?” 

With their eyes on her, she hated to talk 
about Kent. “At church. You’re on the 
wrong track there. Kent is a good guy. A 
friend at church introduced us.” 

“Was she interested in him?” Allie asked. 

“| don't think so.” Eden thought back to 
the church-wide dinner that Kent had 
come to. Had Molly been interested in 
him? What exactly had she said? Some- 
thing about him being the prize sought by 
all the unattached women. “I suppose it’s 
possible.” 

“How about hobbies or other activities?” 
Rick asked. 

What could she say? That she collected 
shoes and purses like some women 
sought out fresh produce? That she was a 
professional window shopper? She shook 
her head. | 

“What about Daniel?” Clay asked, his 
voice quiet. 

She’d been hoping Clay wouldn't bring 
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him up. Shifting away from him, she straight- 
ened and shook her head. “I don’t believe 
he’d try to hurt me.” 

“You just told me he hated you,” Clay 
said, pulling his arm away. 

“Not enough to kill me. | don’t believe it.” 

“Who’s Daniel?” Allie asked. 

“My best friend. Well, he was. We grew 
up in the same foster home. He’s like a 
brother.” 

“He wanted to be more to her, but she 
never saw it,” Clay said, his voice hard. 

Could Daniel want to harm her? She 
thought of his light blue eyes, his genial 
smile and slim build. “He’s not the type. 
He might be mad at me right now, but he’d 
never do anything to hurt me. I’m sure of 


“What's Daniel’s last name?” Rick had 
his pen and paper out again. 

Eden pressed her lips together, but Clay 
told him. She glared at Clay. “This is ridic- 
ulous. Daniel wouldn’t do such a thing. It 
takes a really twisted mind to try to torch a 
building with a person inside.” 

The problem was, she didn’t know any- 
one that sick. 

aK 
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Clay showered after the children were in 
bed, but the water on his tight skin was 
still an agony. He dressed in loose cotton 
sweats and went to find Eden. She was on 
the porch swing. Her knees were drawn to 
her chest and she sat in a ball and looked 
out toward the remains of the shed. 

The swing creaked when he sat beside 
her. “You okay?” 

She put her feet back on the floor. “The 
burns still hurt a little. ’'m sure yours do 
too.” When he nodded, she leaned back 
against his arm. “But we're still alive. 
Thanks to you.” 

Had she even noticed his slip of the 
tongue when he'd pulled her out? She 
hadn't said anything about it. He’d meant 
it, though. Life without her wouldn’t be 
worth living. They swung in companion- 
able silence for several minutes. 

“I’m going to call your father,” he said, 
holding up the portable phone. 

She shook her head. “Not tonight. | can’t 
take any more.” 

“| have to, honey. I’ve been thinking 
about it for two days. Someone hates you 
very much to try to burn you alive.” His 
throat tightened and he couldn't say more. - 
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She leaned her head back against his 
arm. “It is horrible to think about being 
hated that much.” 

“| tend to think it’s not your dad who's be- 
hind this,” he said. “But | want to verify it.” 

He plucked the phone number from his 
pocket and punched it into the phone. It 
would be much more pleasant to sit here 
and smell the apples in her hair, but he 
couldn't go through another day like this. 
Refused to go through it again. He’d nearly 
lost her. 

The phone rang on the other end for so 
long that he thought he would have to 
leave a message. Then a gruff voice said, 
“Santiago.” 

“Mr. Santiago, this is Eden’s husband, 
Clay Larson.” 

“| received my property back, if that is 
why you are calling.” 

“Glad to hear it, but | have something 
much more grave to discuss with you.” 

“Yes?” 

“Someone tried to kill Eden today. She 
was locked in a shed and it was set on 
fire.” He heard the guy gasp, then nothing 
for a moment. “Mr. Santiago? Are you 
there?” 


LONESTAR ANGEL 309 


“lam here. | gave instructions...” He 
went quiet. 

Gave instructions to his henchman? So 
Hector Santiago was behind the attacks, 
even though he claimed to know nothing 
about Brianna’s kidnapping. “I’d appreci- 
ate it if you’d give those instructions again. 
| fear you have a rogue employee.” 

“It may be more than that, Mr. Larson. | 
will do what | can, but the risks to Eden 
are grave.” 

Clay’s neck prickled. “What do you 
mean?” 

“| can say no more. You will have to guard 
her carefully.” 

“At least you care a little about your 
daughter,” Clay said. 

“| doubt she is my daughter, but | can’t 
have a rogue—” 

“Of course she’s your daughter!” Clay 
saw Eden’s eyes widen, and he wished 
she hadn't heard that. Clay heard a click 
and stared at the phone. “He hung up on 
me.” 

She lifted her head. “He did that to me 
too. | think he likes the power. He says I’m 
not his daughter?” 

“He didn’t seem sure. It sounds like he 


310 COLLEEN COBLE 


told whoever was after you to lay off, but 
the guy disobeyed. | think your father isn’t 
sure he can call him off.” 

Her eyes went wide. “So he was behind 
it? But why?” 

If only he knew. It appeared this was far 
from over. 


24 


CLAY SCOOPED UP HAY WITH HIS PITCHFORK 
and tossed some to the horse in the first 
stall. The sweet scent of the grass blended 
with the earthy smell of the horse. He liked 
the combination for some reason. The barn 
was like a secret friend, living and breath- 
ing the odor and life of the horses and the 
cowboys. Living here on the ranch had 
changed him in some fundamental ways. 
He wanted something different in his re- 
lationship with Eden too. He'd thought re- 
vealing his heart to her would bring about 
that sea change. If anything, she’d been a 
little more aloof the last two days. He’d 
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tried to tell himself it was because she 
was hurting from her burns, but he wasn't 
sure that was the reason. Their talk the 
other night may have made her want to 
keep her distance. 

A shadow fell on the haystack, and he 
glanced up to see India in the doorway. 
“Want to help?” he asked her. 

She smiled and nodded, coming for- 
ward. “I brought Frost some sugar.” She 
dug into the pocket of her jeans and pro- 
duced two cubes covered with lint. 

Her black hair was in cornrows tied with 
pink bows. Eden loved messing with the 
girls’ hair, and they seemed to enjoy it as 
well. India’s pink top had chocolate on it, 
and a smear of chocolate frosting dotted 
the corner of her mouth. Her jeans were 
getting too short, and he made a mental 
note to ask Eden to take her shopping. 

He leaned on his tool and smiled. “The 
pitchfork is a little big for you, but you can 
feed Bluebird some hay when you’re done 
spoiling Frost.” 

The little girl offered the sugar to the 
young gelding, then scampered back to 
where Clay stood. She seized a handful of 
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hay, then held it up to Bluebird, Betsy’s 
horse. 

“Are you enjoying yourself here?” Clay 
asked. 

India nodded. “I wish | could stay here 
forever with you and Miss Eden. | don’t 
want to go back.” She sounded forlorn. 

The little girl had endeared herself to 
him in the past two weeks. Always cheer- 
ful, always smiling. But sometimes he 
caught her by herself with a pensive air 
and tear-filled eyes. She would never tell 
him the problem, though. He’d often 
wished she were Brianna, though her nut- 
meg skin made it impossible. His heart 
called her his, though. 

She shuddered and clasped her arms 
around herself. “The fire was scary,” she 
said. “I hate fire.” 

“I’m sure you do, honey. I’m sorry about 
your parents.” 

She hopped down from her perch on 
the fence where she'd been petting Blue- 
bird. Two puppies raced to flop in her lap. 
“| can’t remember my mama’s voice any- 
more.” Her voice was choked. “Il never | 
wanted to forget it.” 
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He put his hand on her head. “I’m sure 
she loved you very much.” 

“Do you think she’s looking down from 
heaven and watching me? The preacher 
says she is.” 

They were killed in a meth lab explo- 
sion. What were the chances that her par- 
ents were Christians? “Did your mama 
take you to church?” 

India nodded. “We went every Sunday. 
Sometimes at night too. And Mama went 
to a Bible study across the street.” 

“How about your daddy?” 

“| didn’t see him much. He was always 
working. Sometimes he gave me horsey 
rides on his back.” Her eyes were moist 
when she glanced up at him. “About 
heaven?” 

“| think your mommy is there waiting for 
yOu.” 

“Mama threw my dad out, you know. 
She said he was doing bad things in the 
basement. | guess he was. He came back 
when she was at work. When she got 
back, she yelled at him and he slammed 
the door to the basement. Then she took 
me to bed and went back downstairs. The 
boom woke me up.” 
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“How did you get out?” he asked. 

“An angel,” she said simply, her tone 
grave. 

“An angel?” 

she nodded. “He was dressed in a fire- 
fighter outfit, but when he carried me out, 
he disappeared and | never saw him again.” 

He could see she believed it. And who 
was he to say it wasn’t real? When did he 
start thinking God would never do some- 
thing miraculous for him? He brought 
about miracles every day. He’d saved Bri- 
anna when they all thought she was dead. 
What the kidnapper meant for evil, God 
had redeemed. Though danger was still 
out there somewhere, Clay had to trust 
God was going to see them through this. 
He’d done it so far. 

“Mr. Clay?” India plucked at his _ shirt- 
sleeve. “You have a funny look on your face.” 

“| was just thinking about how God takes 
care of things for us.” 

“Mama always said that too. And he let 
me come here. | prayed and prayed for 
him to take me out of that house.” 

“What’s happening there, honey?” he | 
asked, making sure to gentle his voice. 

She was quiet a minute, her small face 
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serious as she worked out what to say. He 
could see the indecision on her face, in 
the twist of her mouth and the darting of 
her gaze from him to the ground. 

“There’s five of us orphans,” she said 
finally. “Cal and Wanda take their two kids 
to do fun stuff and leave us home. We 
usually have soup or peanut butter sand- 
wiches for dinner.” She lowered her voice 
to a whisper. “The older kids say they just 
took us in for the money.” 

Clay didn’t doubt it. There were great 
foster parents out there but some stink- 
ers too. The good and the bad mixed up 
together, as in all of life. He wanted to do 
something for this little girl. Did she have 
to go back to that situation? Could Rick 
make a recommendation that she be 
moved? 

He’d never expected to be so embroiled 
in the lives of these kids. 

4k 
Her burns had faded to darkened skin. 
Eden had avoided talking about anything 
personal with Clay. She didn’t want to rush 
into anything, the way she had crashed 
into their marriage. Everything in her 
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wanted to take his declaration of love at 
face value, but she hadn’t been able to 
handle his frequent absences. What made 
her think she could endure them any more 
easily now? 

India held Eden’s left hand and Lacie 
held her right. Clay herded the other girls be- 
hind them as they hurried toward the store. 
Madeline wore her princess costume over 
her jeans. The girls stepped over the weeds 
sprouting through the cracks in the side- 
walk, chanting, “Step on a crack, break your 
mother’s back.” 

The morbid song brought an image of 
her birth mother’s face to Eden. What was 
she going to do about her mother’s desire 
to have a relationship? There was no ani- 
mosity in Eden’s heart, just caution. She 
didn’t have the energy to focus on her 
mother when all she wanted to do was 
find Brianna and rebuild her life. 

India yanked on the store door, and the 
cool rush of air hitting Eden’s face brought 
her out of her thoughts. “Who's ready to 
buy jeans?” she asked. 

“Me!” Madeline said, shuffling behind — 
her in the plastic heels that went with her 
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costume. “I don’t want ones with holes. 
Can we get some with lace?” 

“I'll see what | can do,” Clay said, keeping 
a straight face. 

Eden smiled and led the way to the 
stacks of girls’ jeans. She pulled out sizes 
ranging from fives to sevens. “Let’s try 
some on.” 

“| want red ones,” Lacie said. 

“How about a red top? | don’t think they 
make red jeans,” Eden said. 

“Right here are some,” the child said, 
pointing to a stack of colored jeans. 

Sure enough, there were red ones in 
her size. Eden shrugged and draped two 
pairs over her arm. “Whatever you want,” 
she said. 

She found jeans for all the girls, then 
realized Clay was missing. When he reap- 
peared, the smug expression on his face 
told her she wasn’t going to like the rea- 
son he'd disappeared. 

“What have you been up to?” she asked, 
narrowing her gaze at him. 

His grin widened. “Who, me?” 

Then she noticed the jeans on his arm. 
TOh noe | 

“Oh yes. You need some too. And some 
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boots.” He held up what looked suspi- 
ciously like snakeskin boots. 

Katie clapped her hands and jumped 
up and down. “Yeah, we can match!” 

“| don’t think so,” Eden said. But when 
the girls’ pleading faces turned her way, 
she began to relent. Surely she was adult 
enough not to care what people thought of 
her anymore. Who said she had to main- 
tain that old image? She could re-create 
herself here. With Clay and the girls, she 
could be herself and not worry that some- 
one might think she was poor white trash. 

“It's hard to fit jeans, and | don’t have 
time to try on half a dozen pair,” she said. 

Clay’s smiled turned even more smug. 
“These will fit. Trust me.” He held them out. 
She held his warm gaze as she took them. 
“If they don’t fit, we'll forget them. | found 
some with lace for Madeline.” He handed a 
pair of jeans with lace at the hem and on 
the pockets to the little girl, wno squealed 
and clutched them to her chest. 

Eden smiled and ushered the girls into 
the dressing room. The way he'd gone to 


the trouble to find them for her touched | 


her in ways she hadn't expected. Clay sur- 
prised her at every turn. 
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After she got the girls fitted, she tried on 
her jeans. They fit perfectly. The boots fit 
too. She looked taller and even more slen- 
der in the dark jeans and heeled boots. All 
she needed was a saddle and he’d be 
putting her in the rodeo. 

“| want a style show,” Clay called from 
outside the dressing room. “You all have 
been in there long enough.” 

Her cheeks flared with heat when she 
stepped out of the dressing room and saw 
the appreciation in his eyes. 

“Told you they’d fit,” he said. “You look 
sensational.” 

A curtsy wasn’t appropriate in these 
clothes, but she did one anyway. “Thank 
you. They’re comfortable.” 

“Look at me, Mr. Clay,” Katie said. She 
did a handspring across the floor. “Mine 
are stretchy.” 

“Very nice,” Clay said. He complimented 
each girl in turn. 

Eden marveled at his ability to say the 
most encouraging thing to each child. He 
was a born daddy. 


20 


A TRIP TO A BUFFALO RANCH. WHOSE IDEA WAS 
this? Eden gestured to the girls to board 
the van. Zeke and Della already had their 
charges in the back and settled for the 
drive. Eden’s girls were squealing and 
jumping up and down with excitement as 
she herded them onto the bus. Rita had 
come along as well. She wanted to research 
a buffalo ranch for one of her romance 
novels. 

Allie waved to Eden from the porch. 
“Phone call,” Allie said. 

Eden stepped back off the van a mo- 
ment and motioned for Clay to take over. 
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Peering at the caller ID, she saw it was her 
mother’s number. “Hello, Mom.” 

“Eden, dear, | wanted to check and see 
if | might stop by and see you.” 

“You're still in the area?” 

“We've spent the past several nights 
here in Alpine. |. . . | wanted to give you a 
chance to adjust before | called again.” 

Eden found she wanted to see her 
mother, if only to find out if there was any 
chance that Hector Santiago wasn’t her 
father. “We are going to Marathon today, 
to a buffalo ranch. It shouldn't be more 
than about thirty minutes from you.” She 
gave her mother directions, then hung up 
and climbed into the van. 

“Who was that?” Clay’s eyes were shad- 
owed. Neither of them had slept well last 
night because the girls were unusually 
wound up from their shopping adventure. 
“My mother. She’s still in Alpine. She and 
Omar are meeting us at the ranch.” 

The bus was ready to leave, so there 
was no more time for a private conversa- 
tion. As they traveled to the ranch, Eden 
thought about how to ask what she needed 
to know. Her mother was bound to be of- 
fended if Eden openly doubted her mother 
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could know the identity of her father. The 
house had been a merry-go-round of men. 
How could Nancy be certain? Eden needed 
to know more. 

“There they are!” Katie shouted, hop- 
ping up and down in her seat. 

The buffalo grazed in a fenced meadow. 
The vanload of kids erupted into squeals. 
The animals were bigger than Eden ex- 
pected. They lifted shaggy heads as the 
vehicle pulled into the driveway and stopped. 
Clay and Zeke guided the children out for 
the tour. Pen and paper in hand, Rita 
trailed behind taking notes. 

“Are you all right?” Della asked Eden as 
she guided the last of her kids to the van 
door. “You look rather pale today. Are your 
burns still bothering you?” 

“Not bad today. It was just a rough night. 
| could have taken another day before 
dealing with a buffalo tour.” 

“ve been here before. It’s rather tame 
but the girls will enjoy it.” 

Della followed Eden out of the van, and 
they joined their husbands and the chil- 
dren at the fence. The girls were on the © 
first rung of the fence, but Clay made them 
get down as the owner came toward them. 
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“They’re not really buffalo,” india said, 
tossing her black braids. “They’re bison. 
Buffalo are water buffalo.” 

“How’d you know that?” Eden asked. 

“| looked it up.” 

Though the little girl was only a year 
older than the others, she seemed much 
more mature. Eden hugged her and stared 
at the shaggy beasts. 

“They’re big and scary,” Madeline said. 
“| don’t like them.” 

Paige sneezed. “I think I’m ‘llergic,” she 
whispered. “Can | wait in the van?” 

“You're not allergic. It will be fun.” Eden 
pointed toward the sign that explained 
facts about the buffalo. Or bison, as India 
had insisted. One of the buffalo watched 
the girls climbing on the fence. The beast 
lowered its head and pawed. Eden 
frowned. “I think that one doesn’t like your 
red shirt, Lacie. Come over here with me.” 

A man waved and joined them. As he 
began to tell them about the tour, Eden 
Saw a Car pull into the drive. 

“They’re here,” she whispered to Clay. 
“Can you handle the girls by yourself?” 

“Yeah. You'll be okay with her?” 

“Of course. I'll catch up as soon as | 
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can. Watch Lacie. That animal doesn’t like 
the red.” She walked down the drive to 
meet the car. 

Her mother climbed out of the Lexus 
with a smile. She wore a royal-blue sun- 
dress that showed her figure to advan- 
tage. Omar joined his wife before Eden 
reached them. 

Her mother offered her cheek to Eden. 
The powder-scented skin brought back 
too many memories to Eden, and she 
stepped away as quickly as she could 
without causing offense. 

“Eden, my dear, your face is red and 
blotchy. Rather unattractive. Did you for- 
get your makeup this morning?” 

Eden’s cheeks heated. “I was in a fire 
recently, Mom.” 

Her mother gasped. “Fire? As in a build- 
ing on fire?” 

“The shed.” Eden told her what hap- 
pened. 

Omar put his hand on Eden’s shoulder. 
“Are you saying someone tried to kill you?” 
“Yes. And would have succeeded if not 
for Clay.” | 

Her mother went pale. “Oh my dear, | 
think | need to sit down.” 
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She always did that. Made everything 
about her. Eden realized some things 
would never change even if her mother 
wanted them to. There was an outdoor pa- 
tio area on the other side of the drive, and 
Eden pointed it out. Omar guided his wife 
to a chair, then went to get her a soda 
from a vending machine by the building. 

“| talked to my father,” Eden said as soon 
as he was out of earshot. “So did Clay.” 

“Your father? Hector?” 

Eden nodded and held her mother’s 
gaze. “He expressed doubts that he was 
my father.” 

“Of course he did. What did you ex- 
pect?” Her mother dismissed Eden’s con- 
cerns with an airy wave of her hand. 

“Mother, | was eight when you left. | re- 
member all the men. How do you know 
which one was my father?” 

Angry spots of red bloomed in her moth- 
er’s cheeks, but she looked down at her 
hands for a moment and the color faded. 
“| suppose | deserve that,” she said qui- 
etly. She rubbed her hand over her fore- 
head. “I wasn’t always the woman you 
remember, Eden.” 

And yet, as far back as she could re- 


LONESTAR ANGEL 327 


member, Nancy had been exactly that 
woman. On Eden’s fourth birthday, she’d 
been sent to her friend’s house. She vaguely 
remembered her mother coming to get her 
smelling of an unpleasant odor. She later 
came to know that stench as beer. 

When she didn’t answer, her mother 
heaved another sigh. “I was a young girl, 
impressionable and naive, when | met your 
father. | didn’t Know he was married until 
you were on the way. He was my first real 
love. And | suppose | never really got over 
him. | went through a lot of men trying.” 

For the first time, Eden understood what 
it might have been like for her mother. 
“How did you meet him?” 

“At a party.” She glanced away. “I was 
young.” 

“So he knew you hadn't been with any- 
one else.” 

Her mother met her gaze. “He knew. 
Why did you call him’?” 

“| believe he was behind my daughter’s 
kidnapping.” 

Her mother gasped. “He was behind 
Brianna’s disappearance?” } 

Eden stared at her mother. “How do you 
know my daughter’s name?” 
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“Well, |. . . l-—-you told me the other day.” 

Had she? Eden didn’t think so. 

Her mother smiled, though it was fee- 
ble. “What did your father say?” 

“Not much. I’m going to try to see him.” 
Eden only said this to see her reaction, 
and she wasn’t surprised when her moth- 
er’s eyes brightened. 

“I'd like to say hello,” her mother said. 
“When are you meeting him?” 

“’m not sure,” Eden said. One thing she 
was certain of—her mother’s interest was 
more than casual. 

Clay joined them and draped his arm 
around Eden’s shoulders. “What’s going 
on over here?” he asked, his tone jocular. 

“We were just talking about Brianna,” 
Eden’s mother said quickly. “Do you have 
a picture?” 

“Sure.” Clay dug a USB drive out of his 
pocket. It was still attached to the digital 
picture album. “There are some on there.” 

Her mother fiddled with the frame, then 
frowned. “These look like men in a jungle.” 

“Let me see.” Clay took it. “You’re in the 
wrong album.” He pressed a few buttons, 
then handed it back. “There she is when 
she was a month old.” 
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Eden watched her mother’s face soften 
and wished she could believe the older 
woman really cared. 


aK 
“| think I'll sleep like the dead tonight,” Clay 
said, yawning. “Neither of us slept worth a 
darn last night.” 

Eden had been quiet since the trip to 
the buffalo ranch. The expression on her 
face had warned him not to probe until 
she was ready to talk. Not that there had 
been much time. The girls had been wild 
all evening. All they’d talked about was the 
trip to see the buffalo. 

She barely mm-hmmed in response as 
she got into bed and rolled onto her side 
with her back facing him. He shut out the 
light, but the faint moonlight through the 
window and the green glow from the clock 
let him see her silhouette. What would she 
do if he put his arm around her waist, spoon 
fashion? With every day that passed, he 
knew he never wanted her to leave him 
again. Wooing her would take all of his 
concentration. 

Her voice spoke out of the darkness. 
“Clay?” 

“I’m awake.” He rolled onto his side, 
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facing her. A mere six inches separated 
them. 

“How much longer is your leave?” 

Where had that come from? “Five weeks.” 

“Then what? Do you know where you'll 
be sent?” 

He should tell her now, but what if it 
scared her off? When he placed his hand 
on her waist, she stiffened but didn’t move 
away. “I don’t know, Eden. | might not go 
back.” 

She rolled onto her back, then to her 
other side. They were practically nose to 
nose. “Not go back? What do you mean?” 

She was close enough that he could 
smell her light fragrance. Close enough 
that he could kiss her if he wanted. “I’m 
tired of the travel. The excitement has 
grown old. And Brianna will need me.” He 
wished she would say she needed him 
too, but he was afraid that was too much 
to hope for. 

“B-But what will you do?” 

“| have my inheritance. | could maybe 
use the money to start a business, but 
thought about applying for a job at the 
ranger station too, just to keep busy and 
do some wildlife photography. | think I’d 
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like that. There’s the ranch here we could 
fix up. It wouldn’t cost much to live here.” 

‘Just how much money is in this inheri- 
tance?” 

He grinned. “Enough to keep you in any 
style you'd like.” 

“Really?” 

Was she expressing doubt or hope? He 
couldn't tell without seeing her expression. 
His hand was still on her waist. He brought 
it up to cup her cheek. “Really. Think you 
could stand to have me home every night?” 

“I'd like to try,” she whispered. 

His pulse leaped. He cupped the back 
of her head and drew her against him. His 
lips found hers. It was the sweetest kiss in 
his memory. He drank deep of the prom- 
ise, hope, and longing in her lips. 

She drew away. “You didn’t ask me how 
it went with my mother.” 

He tried to keep the disappointment 
from his voice. “I thought you'd tell me 
when you were ready. You were both a lit- 
tle tense when | joined you.” 

She scooted a little farther away. “Clay, 
didn’t you think it odd that she knew about — 
Brianna? Did we mention we had a daugh- 
ter or what happened?” 
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He thought back, then shook his head. 
“No. You both talked about the past, about 
your childhood. There was no mention of 
the kidnapping or anything. | assumed you 
didn’t want to get into that with her.” 

“| didn’t. But she even knew Brianna’s 
name. | didn’t tell her that.” 

He tensed. That didn’t sound right. 
“What did she say?” 

“| told her | suspected my father had 
something to do with my daughter's kid- 
napping. She gasped then and said, ‘He 
was behind Brianna’s disappearance?’” 

He absorbed the information and looked 
for a logical explanation. “Maybe she 
looked us up online and ran into the story.” 

“She knew our name before we met her 
in Alpine. You introduced us to Omar. So 
they would have known that first evening. 
Wouldn’t it have been the most natural 
thing in the world to ask about her grand- 
daughter? To offer condolences?” 

“Maybe. But things were awkward any- 
way. Maybe she didn’t want to cause more 
emotional upheaval.” Even to him, the ex- 
cuse sounded lame. | 

He raised onto his elbow and stared 
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through the darkness at her. “Eden, do you 
think it’s possible she contacted you be- 
cause of your father?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What if she’s involved in this too?” He 
shook his head. “No, | guess that’s crazy.” 

“What's crazy is that she is married to 
my uncle. When she couldn't get my fa- 
ther, she settled for his brother. What if 
they are all in business together?” She 
bolted upright in the bed. “What if Omar is 
the one who has been trying to kill me?” 

“But why?” 

“I don’t know.” She flopped back onto 
the pillow. “It’s all such a tangle. | have no 
idea what’s going on. But all these things 
have to connect somehow. | want to know 
how she met Omar.” 

“Ask her. When are you going to see 
her again?” 

“| don't know. They’re not planning to 
leave Alpine until at least the weekend.” 

“| think we need to have another chat 
with them,” he said. 

His mind raced through the possibili- 
ties. Santiago had what he wanted, so why 
would anyone want to harm Eden now? 


334 COLLEEN COBLE 


He opened his mouth to discuss it some 
more with Eden, but the steady rise and 
fall of her chest told him she’d fallen asleep. 
Flopping onto his back, he tried to do the 
same, but it was a long time before he 
succeeded. 


26 


CLAY SAT ON THE PORCH SWING WITH HIS ARM 
around Eden. “Every muscle in my body 
aches,” he said. “Il thought tubing down 
the Rio Grande with the girls would be a 
piece of cake. That water was rough.” 

“l’m about ready for bed,” she agreed. 

Headlamps swept the front of the main 
house. A car light came on as the door 
opened, but he couldn’t see who it was 
from here. Just that it was a woman. She 
came toward the bunkhouse with purpose- 
ful steps. 

When she stepped into the glow of the 
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porch light, Eden rose. “Judge Julia! I’m 
surprised to see you.” 

The older woman mounted the steps 
and dragged a rocker around to face them 
before settling in it. “l heard what hap- 
pened out here the other night and came 
to see how you're faring.” She looked them 
over with shrewd eyes in the wash of light. 
“You both look like something the coyotes 
fought over.” 

“Tubing with five little girls will do that to 
you.” He rose and shook her hand. “Clay 
Larson.” 

“Judge Julia Thompson.” She crossed 
her jean-clad legs and leaned back in the 
rocker, looking at Eden. “Il remembered, 
you know. | knew it would come to me.” 

Clay heard Eden’s sudden intake of 
breath but had no idea what was so upset- 
ting about the judge’s statement. “Remem- 
bered what?” 

“Where I’d seen your pretty wife. And 
you too.” She tapped her nose. “News has 
a smell to me. Especially crime.” 

“You know about our daughter?” He 
doubted the judge was going to go around 
talking about it. 

“| do indeed. The last | heard, the two of 
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you were split. Now here you are. In my 
county.” 

He glanced at Eden. How much should 
they tell this woman? “We’re here because 
this is where our daughter is.” 

The suspicious glint in the judge’s eyes 
dimmed. “She’s alive? | figured the two of 
2) ee 

“Killed her and tried to cover our tracks?” 
He’d heard the accusations before, but 
they stung every time. “I think the investi- 
gating detective still believes it.” 

The judge shrugged. “It’s usually a fam- 
ily member. Sad but true.” 

“| have been looking for Brianna for five 
years,” Clay said. “I never believed she 
was dead.” 

“So what’s she doing here?” 

Clay told her what they knew, including 
Eden’s father’s involvement. When the 
judge heard the name Santiago, her ex- 
pression grew more sober. 

“Santiago’s involvement is ominous,” 
she said. “He’s behind half the drugs that 
come through here every year. | sure 
would like to get him.” She studied Eden’s 
face. “Would you be willing to be a lure?” 

Clay glanced at his wife. “Il don’t want 
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her involved in anything dangerous. We 
have a daughter to raise.” 

Eden shook her head. “I won’t put these 
kids in danger. If we rile up the situation 
any further, | don’t Know what might hap- 
pen. If he thinks I’m a danger, he might go 
after all of us with real determination.” 

“Not if he’s in jail,” the judge said. 

“He’s escaped capture many times,” 
Clay said. “I think the risk is too great.” 

The judge pressed her lips together. “If 
we can get Santiago and his crew, you'll 
all be safer.” 

Eden hesitated. “Maybe so.” 

He couldn't lose Eden. Not now. “No! | 
don’t want her involved,” Clay said. 

“I'll have protection for you.” 

“’ve heard that before.” But what if San- 
tiago couldn't stop the wheels he'd set in 
motion? What if the attacker struck again, 
or evaded capture and came back to 
avenge Santiago? 

The judge steepled her fingers together. 
“Call your father. Ask to meet.” 

Eden shook her head. “What excuse 
can | give?” 

“| wish you hadn't already given him that 
pendant,” Julia muttered. “That was your 
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best leverage.” She studied Clay’s face. 
“You've crossed tracks with Santiago be- 
fore, on his turf. Do you have any photos 
linking him to the drug trafficking? He won't 
want anything in circulation.” 

“My camera was taken during that par- 
ticular mission you’re talking about.” He 
shook his head, then an image came to 
mind. Car keys, flash drive. Eden’s mother 
had mentioned pictures of a jungle, but he 
hadn't paid much attention. “You know, let 
me check an old flash drive | have. It’s still 
on my key ring with pictures of Brianna, 
but there’s another folder on it that | haven’t 
looked at in a long time.” 

He left the women on the porch and 
went back to the bedroom, where he’d 
dropped his keys and change. He pulled 
the drive from the little digital photo album 
that he’d used to show Eden’s mother the 
pictures of Brianna. He plugged it into the 
port on his MacBook, and two folders 
showed up seconds later. He clicked on the 
unnamed one, and the list of files came up. 

Pictures. There were old pictures in the 
folder. He flipped through jungle scenes. 
Children playing in the dirt of a small town. 
These images had been taken the day 


340 COLLEEN COBLE 


before the commandos rolled in, firing on 
the kids, and he’d been thrown in jail for 
intervening. But was there anything in- 
criminating? 

The next picture was of a swarthy man 
scowling. He stood next to a truck load- 
ing stacks of white powder. Santiago? He 
printed off that picture and three more 
that clearly showed the contents of the 
truck. If it was Hector, Eden might recog- 
nize him. 

ak 

The swing swayed gently as Eden won- 
dered what to say to the judge. The horrid 
accusations that had swirled around them 
after Brianna’s disappearance brought a 
lump to her throat. Rumors traveled far. 
The first time a police officer had accused 
her of harming her daughter was seared 
into her memory. Only a lack of evidence 
had saved them from being arrested. 
Within a few days the ransom note proved 
genuine and the police backed off. But it 
was a painful time. No one stopped eyeing 
them with suspicion. 

“You can stop brooding,” the judge said. 
“If you’d seen what | have, you would have 
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jumped to conclusions too. The way par- 
ents treat children is appalling.” 

Eden started to answer, then checked 
herself. Her childhood experiences were 
a confirmation that the judge was right. “1 
realize our situation wasn’t typical. But 
when you’re devastated by loss, then find 
you're a suspect, it’s overwhelming.” 

The screen door screeched and Clay 
returned with a paper in his hand. “I hit pay 
dirt,” he said. “You recognize this guy?” He 
thrust a printout into Eden’s hand. 

She held it under the porch light and 
was suddenly eight years old again. “It’s 
my dad,” she said. 

“| thought so. Santiago is at a village 
with the drugs.” 

Julia held the photograph under the 
light. “It’s him,” she said. “Tell him you have 
these. He'll come for them.” 

Eden’s memories crystallized, and she 
heard his gruff voice telling her to go out- 
side and play while he talked with her 
mother. She’d always been an encum- 
brance to both of them. The day her mother 
left her had been a blessing. She just 
hadn’t fully realized that until now. 
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The judge glanced at Eden. “Are you 
willing to try?” 

“| don’t want the girls in danger,” Eden 
said. “Even if he’s captured, what if his 
men come after us for revenge?” 

“Hector’s son is dead. His second in 
command has no interest in family squab- 
bles.” 

“You don’t know that.” 

Julia shut up and stared at Eden. “You're 
right—I don’t. Not for sure. But don’t you 
have any sense of justice? Don’t you want 
to make sure others are not hurt by this 
man?” 

The judge’s questions stung. “Of course 
| do!” Eden said. “But I’m more concerned 
about my daughter and the other girls. And 
he’s still my father, in spite of his despica- 
ble behavior. The Bible says to honor our 
parents. He wasn’t much of a dad, but the 
thought of luring him into a trap makes me 
shudder.” 

Clay’s warm fingers closed around hers. 
“That’s a good point, honey.” 

“You would protect a man who had no 
compunction about ordering your death?” 
Julia demanded. “He would order those 
girls killed with as little thought. The safest 
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thing is to lock him up where he can’t hurt 
any of you.” 

“| don't trust that locking him up is the 
solution.” 

“We'll make sure tne confrontation takes 
place far from the ranch,” Julia promised. 

Eden shook her head. “I’m sorry.” 

Clay’s cell phone rang. He glanced at it 
and raised his brows. “Unknown,” he said 
before he opened it. “Larson here.” 

She watched his face change, and he 
mouthed, “Your father.” She went still and 
listened to his side of the conversation. 

“| never tried to hide anything from you,” 
Clay said. He listened, then said, “I see. 
Yes, you've made yourself perfectly clear. 
Just a minute.” He handed the phone to 
Eden. “He wants to talk to you.” 

“What did he say?” Eden asked when 
he didn't explain immediately. 

“He seems to know about these pic- 
tures. He wants them back.” 

Eden stared at the phone. “He has this 
place bugged?” She shuddered. 

“He said your mother called him.” 

“My mother!” Eden collapsed back 
against the swing. “She would give him 
ammunition to hurt us more?” 
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“Apparently so.” Clay’s voice was dry. 

She put the phone to her ear. What did 
she call him? Father? Mr. Santiago? “Hello,” 
she said, settling for anonymity. 

“| did not expect to have to speak with 
you again. You have been secretive with 
me.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“Your mother tells me there are pictures 
of me. In the jungle. What do you intend to 
do with them?” 

“We just found them. Clay had forgotten 
that they were on his drive.” 

“Somehow | doubt the hombre did not 
know this.” 

“It’s true. My mother found them in an 
old folder. Why did she call you?” 

“Money, of course. She does nothing 
without wishing for cash.” 

Eden’s stomach churned with acid. Her 
mother had sold them out. “l assume you 
want the pictures.” 

“Of course. You will give them back and 
destroy any copies you have made.” 

“| told you—Clay just found them. There 
are no copies.” 

“See that it remains that way. And what 
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is it you want in return for turning them 
over to me? | pay my debts.” 

“You owe me nothing.” She glanced at 
Julia’s hopeful face, then looked away. No, 
she couldn't risk the children. “You’re my 
father.” 

“So your mother said. | was never cer- 
tain.” 

He’d said the same thing to Clay, but 
was he trying to skirt his responsibilities? 
Or had her mother lied? Eden had learned 
never to trust what her mother said. Nancy 
appeared to have changed, but was it real’? 
“Regardless, there is something I'd like.” 

“| thought so. Money, | suppose,” he 
said, his voice bored. 

“Of course not! | don’t want tainted 
money. | want you to tell me which of these 
girls is our Brianna.” 

“Eden, | have not the least idea.” 

“So you lied to me? You lured us here 
with a picture and a false claim? You knew 
about the kidnapping all along, that she 
was your granddaughter!” 

“| did not know everything,” he said, his 
voice grudging. “Il never saw the nina. Pic- 
tures only.” 7 
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“Who has cared for her all this time?” 

“| have no idea. It was not important 
enough for me to know a name.” 

Her fingers curled into her palms. His 
own granddaughter wasn’t important. “What 
were the last pictures you saw?” 

“| believe she was two.” 

Two lost years of Brianna’s life. She had 
to have them. “The last photos | have were 
when she was six weeks old. So I'll trade 
you those pictures for these and the origi- 
nal flash drive.” 

“You are in no position to make de- 
mands.” His voice held an icy edge. 

“You asked what | wanted.” 

“Very well. | am coming to Texas next 
weekend. Have the drive ready and on 
your person at all times.” 

Her heart sank. She didn’t want to see 
him face-to-face. “You’re coming here?” 

“Business, of course.” 

“| assumed you would send one of your 
minions.” 

“| wish to assure myself that there are 
no copies. | will be able to see if you are 
telling me the truth. You are very transpar- 
ent.” | 
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“There’s no need for that. | promise you 
that we will make no copies.” 

“We shall see.” 

This was not going as she’d expected. 
“Where should we meet?” 

“| will call you. It is not safe to make 
prior arrangements.” 

The phone went dead in her ear. She 
put her phone down. “He hung up.” 

“It sounds like he is coming to see you 
in person?” Julia asked. 

Eden nodded. “He’s coming, but | don’t 
know when.” She may have made the situ- 
ation worse. In truth, Eden would rather 
not set eyes on the man. The horror of the 
fire came to mind again. Her father had 
been unable to stop it. Would this med- 
dling intensify the danger? 

“lll make sure you're protected,” Julia 
said, her intent gaze on Eden’s face. 

Eden moved restlessly. “! don’t want 
him anywhere around the girls.” 

“He won't be,” Julia said. “We'll arrest 
him when he comes.” 

Eden couldn’t see how it could work. “I 
have a feeling he’s used to being careful.” 

“| don’t think he'll be expecting his 
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daughter to turn him over to the cops,” 
Clay said. “The meeting was his idea.” 

Eden winced. “I’m still not crazy about it.” 

“He sicced a thug on you, honey,’ he 
said. “I don’t think you owe him anything.” 

She stared at Julia. “I guess we have no 
choice but to go along with it. If | dont 
show up when he calls, he’s liable to do 
anything.” She shuddered at the thought 
and prayed that the Border Patrol would 
nab anyone who might be inclined to harm 
her girls. 

aK 

The day felt oppressive. Thunderclouds 
built in the southwest, great banks of roil- 
ing clouds that looked like bruises. They 
were likely in for a big storm. Maybe even 
hail, according to Allie. The animals were 
restless too, stomping their hooves in the 
corral. Allie told Rick she didn’t want the 
girls on the horses when they were so 
skittish. 

Eden sniffed the moisture in the air as 
she saw the mail carrier stop at the end of 
the drive. Please, please, let it be there. 
The gravel slipped around under her boots 
as she rushed to get the mail. The huge 
box was filled with envelopes. She pulled 
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all of it out and began to go through it as 
the wind kicked up around her. 

Bits of sand pummeled her bare arms, 
but she barely noticed as her gaze fell on 
the return address of one of the envelopes. 
The lab results. There were three more 
pieces of mail just like it. She quickly sorted 
the envelopes. Four white rectangular 
pieces of paper. One of them would tell 
her which little girl was their Brianna. 

She could barely think, barely breathe. 
Where was Clay? She had to do this with 
him. He deserved to see it first. He’d never 
lost hope, never given up. She started for 
the house as thunder rolled across the 
desert and hills. Light flickered in the 
depths of the cloud, and she smelled 
ozone. While she watched, a sliver of dark- 
ness reached down from a rotating cloud. 
For a moment, she didn’t realize what she 
was seeing. Then it sank in. A tornado! 

She started for the house at a run. The 
tornado was heading straight for the ranch. 
“Clay!” she screamed over the sound that 
intensified around her. The wind howled so 
loudly it sounded like a train. She saw Allie 
point, then gather the children to her. They © 
all ran toward the house, then disappeared 
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inside. At least the girls were safe. Allie 
would take them to the cellar. 

Eden struggled to run in the wind. It felt 
as though she was making no progress. It 
was these dratted boots. They were still 
stiff, and it would take too long to sit down 
and pull them off. Her epitaph would read 
DONE IN By NEw Boots. 

The horses were going berserk. Buzz 
and the other hands were trying to get 
them inside the barn, but she wondered if 
that would protect them. Where was Clay? 
She screamed his name again, but the 
wind snatched away the sound of her 
voice. 

Then she saw him. He had a tripod set 
up at the side of the barn and was busy 
snapping pictures of the twister as it ripped 
up cactus and sucked sand into its mouth. 
Was it larger? She thought so. It roared 
toward them and she stood, mouth gaping 
at the destruction. 

She glanced back to the barn to see 
that Clay had noticed her. He was shout- 
ing something but she couldn’t make out 
what it was. He grabbed his camera from 
the tripod, then ran toward her waving 
his arms. She veered toward him, chang- 
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ing her original course of heading to the 
house. 

They met in the side yard. “Get to shel- 
ter!” he shouted. He grabbed her arm and 
hustled her toward the barn, which was 
the nearest structure. The side door was 
shut, but he kicked it open and half dragged 
her inside as the tornado reached the end 
of the driveway. 

“There’s no basement in here!” she 
shouted above the din of screaming horses 
and high winds. 

He paused and looked frantically around 
the space. “Under the feed trough!” He 
thrust her under a heavy wooden bin in the 
middle stall, then jumped on top of her. 

His weight pressed the air from her 
lungs. Or was it the sudden closeness of 
the twister that sucked all the oxygen from 
her chest? She clung to him and listened 
to his ragged breathing in her ear. The 
wind roared all around them. She couldn't 
think, couldn’t concentrate on anything but 
the thought that they were about to die be- 
fore they found Brianna. 

The pressure in her ears began to let 
up. The sound of a freight train about to 
run them over suddenly vanished. She 
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drew in a lungful of oxygen. Then another. 
Breaths came more easily, or they would 
when Clay got off of her. 

He lifted his head and stared into her 
face. “You okay?” 

She nodded. “I think so. We need to get 
to the girls. They'll be frightened in the cel- 
lar.” 

He rolled off her and helped her to her 
feet. “We still have a roof on the barn.” 

She glanced up and saw he was right. 
“| can’t even see any daylight through it.” 

A child called out, “Mr. Clay!” It sounded 
like Paige, their fearful one. 

In unison, they rushed toward the door 
and stepped out into blue sky. The omi- 
nous cloud was to their northeast now. 
The twister’s destruction stopped about 
twenty feet from the barn. Then the sparse 
grass was undisturbed. 

“It must have lifted before it hit us,” Clay 
said. “The house is fine too.” 

She could breathe again. The air was 
no longer close and thick. Another mira- 
cle. Thankfulness welled in her heart. 
“God took care of us.” 

“He always does.” Clay started toward 
the porch, but she caught his arm. “Clay, 
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wait.” She showed him the mail in her 
hands. “The results are here.” 

His eyes widened. “The DNA results?” 

She nodded, watching his eyes brighten. 
He’d worked so hard for this moment. And 
she realized she loved him. Her love wasn’t 
just physical attraction. His heart was as 
big as the sky overhead. He might not say 
things as well as he liked, but the emotion 
was there. He'd let nothing keep him from 
finding their daughter. 

“| wanted you to open them. You de- 
serve the honor after the way you never 
lost hope.” 

He swallowed hard. “Let’s check on the 
girls, then go to our room.” 


of 


FOUR WHITE ENVELOPES. THEY CONTAINED THE 
news he’d been seeking for five years. 
Clay looked at them spread out on the cof- 
fee table. Which one would be theirs? He 
couldn’t even say he had a favorite, that 
he hoped Brianna was a certain child. 

His hand hovered over the first one to 
his left. “Start with this one?” 

The skin on Eden’s face was still a little 
reddened from the fire. Her green eyes 
widened and she nodded. “Do you have a 
guess?” 

“| think Brianna is Katie.” 

“| think Paige is our girl.” 
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He raised a brow. “Why Paige? That 
would cause some difficulties.” 

She nodded. “And that’s why | think it’s 
Paige. This has been so difficult that | can’t 
see it suddenly becoming easy.” 

“Maybe it’s not supposed to be. I’m 
stronger for the search. | think you are 
too.” 

He licked dry lips and picked up the first 
envelope. Turning it over in his hand, he 
ripped the flap open and pulled out the 
folded sheet inside. 

Eden leaned over his arm to look. “Well?” 

He stared at the probability figure: 0%. 
“This is Katie’s. She’s not ours.” He showed 
her the paper. 

She dropped the page and grabbed the 
next envelope. “Check this one.” 

He ripped it open and glanced at the 
heading. “This one is Madeline’s.” He 
skimmed to the results. “It’s a zero too.” 

“So that leaves either Paige or Lacie. | 
told you it would be Paige.” Her shoulders 
slumped. “How will we tell that sweet cou- 
ple that they can’t have her?” 

He snatched up the next envelope and 
ripped into it. The waiting was killing him. — 
The faces of the two little girls hung in his 
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mind. He had no preference. They were 
both sweet kids. “This one is Lacie’s.” 

The results suddenly appeared larger, 
almost bolded: a 99.97% match. “It’s La- 
cie,” he said slowly. “She’s our Brianna.” 

“Lacie?” Eden took the paper from him 
and scanned it. “I thought it might be her. 
But she’s so quiet. And what about that 
nun? | thought there would be some mys- 
tery to her background. That maybe Sister 
Marjo was her real mother or something.” 
She clutched his arm. “Oh, Clay, she’s our 
baby. Our Brianna. | want to see her now.” 

He hadn’t dreamed it would be Lacie 
either. Of all the girls, she hadn’t been 
very high on his list of possibilities. But her 
quiet strength and sweet nature would fit 
so well with them. 

“When do we tell Lacie?” Her voice vi- 
brated with longing, and when she locked 
gazes with Clay, pain flared in her eyes. 
“Can we do it now?” 

She didn’t seem to be aware she was 
wringing her hands. He put his hand over 
hers. “I think we have to wait, honey. We 
want to handle it right. And we need to talk 
to the sister.” | 

“But she’s ours. Doesn’t she deserve to 
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know that? | want to hold her.” Her voice 
was thick. 

“| want to tell her too. I’ll talk to Rick and 
Allie about it. We'll let them guide us. 
Agreed?” 

“All right,” she said, her voice grudging. 
“| don’t know how long | can hide my feel- 
ings. When can we talk to Sister Marjo?” 

“She’s coming to visit tomorrow. I'll ar- 
range for a private meeting with her.” He 
had hardly assimilated the news. “We’ve 
found her. Really and truly.” 

Something welled inside him—gratitude, 
disbelief, joy. The emotions swelled until 
they nearly smothered him. It seemed un- 
believable that God would give them this 
incredible gift. “She’s really alive, Eden.” 
He pressed his burning eyes. “Sometimes 
| thought it was my stubbornness that 
wouldn't let me see reality. Then I’d get an- 
other whiff of hope and keep on looking.” 

Her touch was tentative on his arm. 
“You never gave up, Clay. That’s the kind 
of man you are.” She turned her head and 
looked out the window as if the intensity of 
his gaze bothered her. “It still seems a 
dream.” | 

“Now what, Eden?” he asked softly. 
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At least she didn’t pretend not to know 
what he was talking about, though she 
kept staring at the window. He glanced 
there himself to see nothing but the rocky 
hillside in the distance. The silence stretched 
out, but he wasn’t going to say anything 
until she did. Maybe he was stubborn, but 
she needed to face the facts and make a 
decision. 

He had to know. “Did you hear what | 
said after | pulled you out of the fire?” 

She sighed and finally turned her head 
toward him. “I heard.” 

“| meant it. There’s no life without you.” 

A tiny smile played at the corner of her 
lips, then she frowned. “We didn’t make it 
before, Clay. What makes you think we 
can this time? I’m scared.” 

“You think I’m not?” He raised her hand 
to his lips and kissed the back of it. “For 
five years I’ve felt like a failure. There were 
so many things standing in our way—our 
youth, the short time we knew each other. 
Then losing Brianna. That would harm any 
marriage.” 

“Rebuilding from here isn’t going to be 
easy either. Brianna will need a lot of love 
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and support. There may not be a lot of 
time to focus on our relationship.” 

“There’s always time. How do you think 
other parents handle it? All these kids 
want is a family that loves them.” 

She held his gaze. “I’m a little sad about 
that. I’d like to keep them all.” 

He winced. “Me too. It’s going to be 
hard to let them go.” 

She chewed on her lip. “l hope Brianna 
will adjust.” 

“If we show her we love each other and 
she’s an integral part of the family, she'll 
adjust quickly.” There was a question in 
her eyes, and he knew he had to say the 
words. “I love you, Eden. I’ve always loved 
you. That’s the real reason | wouldn't sign 
the divorce papers.” 

She inhaled but kept her eyes on him. “1 
thought | got over you, but | was just de- 
ceiving myself in order to get by.” 

He tried to squelch the leap of joy at her 
words. There was too much fear in her 
face. “So what are you saying about us? 
Are you willing to put doubt aside and forge 
a new future with me and Brianna? And 
any other kids who happen to come along?” 
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She brushed a lock of hair out of her 
eyes. “I'll try, Clay. That’s all | can promise. 
But if | ever fail my daughter again, |... 
Hea’ 

He put his finger to her lips. “We all mess 
up, honey. It wasn’t your fault.” He cupped 
her face in his palm. “I love you so much.” 

When he moved to take her in his arms, 
she put her hand on his chest. “Love wasn’t 
enough before, Clay. What guarantee do 
we have that it will be enough this time?” 

“There are no guarantees. We've both 
learned a lot, though. About each other, 
about patience, about give-and-take.” 

She nodded. “I want to try.” 

He couldn't hold back the grin. “Quit 
changing the subject. Say it, Angel.” 

A smile curved her lips, and she didn’t 
pretend not to understand him. “lI love you, 
Clay Larson. | will until the day | die.” 

The tension in her face drained, and 
she leaned over and offered him her lips. 
A gift he was happy to take. 

ak 
Her eyes looked wide and aware. Eden 
glanced away from her image in the mirror 
and spit out the toothpaste. The mint taste 
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cleared her head. She ran a brush through 
her hair. Her makeup was still on, but she 
didn’t want to take it off. Not tonight. 

When she stepped into the hall, she 
saw Clay through the open bedroom door. 
He was sitting on the edge of the bed with 
his Bible in his hand. “Ready?” she asked. 

He nodded and put the Bible aside. 
“Remember, not a word yet.” 

“| know.” Everything in her longed to tell 
Lacie the truth. 

The girls were all on India’s bed. It had 
taken awhile to calm them after the storm, 
though luckily they’d seen little of it from 
the cellar. The debris strewn around the 
yard had frightened them, so she and Clay 
had tried to make a game out of picking it 
up. They'd finally prayed with the girls, and 
the children began to lose their anxiety. 

They had a stack of books scattered on 
the covers. Eden’s attention went straight 
to Lacie. Her Brianna. She drank in the 
little girl’s brown hair. Her light-brown eyes. 
They were blue the last time Eden had 
held her. Now that she knew, it seemed 
her daughter’s identity should have been 
clear instantly. The straightness of her hair — 
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was like Clay’s. The strength in her chin 
was her daddy’s too. Those cheeks were 
like Eden’s. 

“Why are you staring, Miss Eden?” India 
asked. “Aren’t you going to read to us?” 

Eden collected her wits. “Of course, 
honey. You’re all so pretty. | had to look, 
didn’t |?” 

India giggled. “No one ever calls me 
pretty.” 

When Eden sat on the edge of the bed, 
the little girl leaned her head against 
Eden’s arm. “Want me to take your rib- 
bons out?” she asked. 

India nodded. “I like it when you do my 
hair. It feels good.” 

Eden exchanged a smile with Clay and 
saw his attention veer back to the child on 
her left. Brianna. It was going to be hard 
not to call Lacie by her real name. The 
amazement choked Eden. She took the 
ribbons out of India’s hair and released the 
braids. The black hair sprang from her head 
in all directions, and Eden began to brush it 
out. India didn’t complain at the tugging. 

“What book are we reading tonight?” 
Clay asked, picking up the top one. “The 
Cat in the Hat?” 
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“We read that yesterday. Lacie wants 
The Story of Ferdinand.” 

“Then that’s what we'll read tonight. It is 
your turn, isn’t it?” Eden asked, touching 
her daughter on the head. 

Her daughter. Were two words ever more 
beautifully paired? She hoped Clay could 
find his voice to read because she wasn’t 
sure she could. She finished India’s hair, 
then Lacie scooted closer. “You want to be 
next?” she asked. The little girl nodded 
with a shy smile. 

“I'll read,” Clay said, his voice husky. 

Eden listened to him read the story of a 
misunderstood bull. Everyone thought 
Ferdinand was mean, but he’d only been 
stung by a bee. She smiled as the children 
gasped and felt sorry for Ferdinand. The 
intensity in their eyes held her enthralled. 
When had she last entered into something 
as completely as they did? Making her 
marriage work and being a mommy to Bri- 
anna were going to take a similar commit- 
ment. 

She ran her hand along the silken cur- 
tain of her daughter’s hair. Though it wasn’t 
red, the way she’d thought it would be, it 
was so beautiful. And hers. Hers and 
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Clay’s. They’d made this child together 
and she bore their imprint in her features. 
It was right and good that they picked up 
the pieces and went on. Brianna deserved 
a whole family. Clay deserved a wife who 
tried with all her heart. God was telling her 
what to do, but she was still so afraid. 

“Time for prayers, then bed,” Clay said, 
shutting the book. 

They held hands in a circle on the bed. 
Eden clasped India’s hand in her right and 
Madeline’s in her left. The girls’ eyes were 
closed and she took the moment to gaze 
at each one of them. All so individual. All 
SO precious. 

Clay shut his eyes. “God, thank you for 
keeping us safe from the tornado today. 
Thank you for each one of these girls. Thank 
you for bringing them into our lives. We 
love each and every one of them, as we 
know you do too. Keep them safely in your 
hands. In Jesus’s name. Amen.” 

“Amen,” she echoed. She kissed soft 
cheeks as she tucked them into bed. Clay 
shut off the light and closed the door part- 
way behind them. It was too soon to go to 
bed. 
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“Want something to drink?” she asked 
Clay, heading to the kitchen. 

“I'll take some tea,” he said, following 
her. “Any of those chocolate chip cookies 
left?” 

She nodded to the cabinet by the sink. 
“| hid some on the top shelf just for you.” 

“What a wife.” He grinned and opened 
the door. “In this?” He indicated a plastic 
container. 

“That’s it.” She took out glasses. “Maybe 
milk since we have cookies?” 

“Sounds good.” 

Still not ready to face his eyes, she 
poured milk into the glasses. 

“Honey, are you mad about something?” 

Heat rushed to her face. “Of course not. 
|...I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed 
by everything that happened today.” 

He was smiling, oh so tenderly. She 
drank in the expression on his face. She 
wanted to believe his love, longed to put 
away all doubts. Dropping her gaze, she 
took a cookie from the container and bit 
into it. The chocolate hit her taste buds and 
the sugar gave her courage. She smiled 
back at him, daring to let her feelings show. © 
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He stopped chewing. “I like that expres- 
sion in your eyes. Could you look at me 
like that all the time?” 

“Like what?” she asked, allowing her 
smile to widen. 

“Like you might actually love me,” he 
said softly. “I know you said it earlier, but 
I’m having trouble believing it.” 

She swallowed the last of her milk, then 
put down her glass. “I love you, Clay. So 
much it makes my chest hurt.” 

The light in his eyes intensified. He 
stood, reaching out his hand for her to take 
it. She did, and he drew her close. Before 
she could say a word, he swept her into his 
arms and carried her from the room. 


28 


THE AROMA OF STRONG COFFEE MINGLED WITH 
that of bacon. Eden smiled at Clay across 
the kitchen table in the main house and 
prayed Allie and Rick didn’t notice any dif- 
ference. If only she and Clay didn’t have 
things to do today, they could have spent 
the morning lying in bed and talking 
about the future. Last night had changed 
everything. 

Rita dropped a skillet in the sink, and the 
bang roused Eden from her reverie. She 
rose and went to the coffeepot. “Thanks for 
making the coffee so strong this morning,” 
she told Rita. 
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“It’s your funeral,” Rita said, softening 
her words with a smile. She pointed to the 
coffee. “That stuff is going to kill you.” She 
gulped a pill down with water, carried a 
plate of bacon to Clay. Her smile widened, 
and she patted his shoulder. 

“But what a way to go.” Eden hid a smile 
at the way Clay shifted. She poured cream 
into the strong brew and carried it back to 
the table. “We have something to tell you,” 
she said to the Baileys. She’d waited to 
bring it up until Zeke and Della were gone. 

Allie pushed her empty plate away and 
dabbed at her mouth with the napkin. 
“What’s up?” 

“We got the DNA results yesterday.” 
Goose bumps prickled the skin on Eden’s 
arms. What a miracle. 

Allie looked at Rick, who was finishing 
his scrambled eggs. He put down his fork. 
“Which one is Brianna?” 

“Lacie,” Clay said. 
Allie exhaled. “I thought it would be Ka- 
tie.” 

“So did |,” Eden said. “But all the other 
girls were a zero. No chance of them be- 
ing Ours.” } 
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“What was the figure for Lacie?” Rick 
asked. 

“It’s 99.97 percent,” Clay said. 

“So, no doubt.” 

“No doubt,” Eden said, nodding. 

“Did you tell her yet?” Allie asked. 

Eden took a sip of coffee, then shook 
her head. “We weren’t sure how to do it. 
We don’t want her upset. And how should 
we handle it? Talk to Child Protective Ser- 
vices first?” 

Rick tossed his napkin onto the table. 
“Pl give them a call. | know the director.” 

Allie’s eyes were moist. “Oh, Eden, such 
wonderful news! No wonder you’re glow- 
ing this morning. | noticed it right off.” 

A blush heated Eden’s cheeks, and she 
didn’t dare look at Clay. “It feels too good 
to be true. | looked her over last night. | 
should have seen the resemblance to Clay 
right away. For some reason, we thought 
she'd look like me. But her eyes and chin 
are Clay’s.” 

“And dark hair like him,” Rita put in. 

“Exactly. No red hair like mine.” Eden 
tucked a lock behind her ear. 

“A little Clay. How cute,” Allie said. 
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“We don’t know what the next step is,” 
Clay said. 

“! would imagine you'll have to petition 
the courts for custody and prove you're 
her parents,” Rick said. 

Clay frowned, his eyes clouding. “That 
will take a legal DNA test, | would imagine. 
We'll have to go to a collection place.” 

Eden’s elation ebbed. “Is there any doubt?” 

Clay slipped his arm around the back of 
her chair and smiled. “No, honey. No 
doubt. The test is the same, but for the 
court they want no doubt that the sample 
wasn't tampered with.” 

The ardor in his eyes warmed her. And 
she loved it when he called her honey. 
“When can we get the process in motion?” 

“Let me find out.” Rick went to the 
kitchen phone and dialed. He stepped 
from the room and his voice faded to a 
dull murmur. 

“| really want to tell Lacie,” Eden said. 

“Maybe it will be allowed. Rick will find 
out,” Allie said. She rose and began to col- 
lect the dirty dishes. 

Eden stood to help her, though she 
would rather have stayed with Clay’s arm 
around her. “Sister Marjo is coming today 
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to see Lacie, right? Maybe we can find out 
more about the way she was found on the 
church steps.” 

“She’s due here at noon,” Allie said, 
stooping to load the dishwasher. 

A crash made both women jump. Eden 
whirled to see Rita stooping to pick up 
glass shards on the floor. 

“Wet hands,” Rita said. “I should have 
dried them before | tried to carry the 
glasses.” She glanced at Allie. “Have you 
met Sister Marjo? It’s not common for the 
kids to get visitors. What’s that all about?” 

Allie stooped to help her pick up the 
glass. “I’m not sure. | guess she sees La- 
cie once a month and didn’t want to let the 
tradition falter. The two seem very close.” 

“So you haven't met her?” Eden asked. 

“No. But | feel as though | know her. La- 
cie talks about her all the time.” 

Eden turned when Rick stepped back 
into the kitchen. “Well?” 

He went to pour another cup of coffee. 
“| was right. You'll need to petition the 
court. And provide the backstory of how 
your daughter was kidnapped. You'll need 
to submit to legal testing too.” | 

“How long will all that take?” Clay asked. 


372 COLLEEN COBLE 


“Several months is my best guess. The 
tests should come back fairly quickly, but 
you'll need to wait on a court date.” 

“Can we tell her before?” Eden longed 
to see Lacie’s reaction when she found 
out she had a real home. 

Rick took a sip of coffee. “l wouldn't. It 
might make the wait unbearable for her.” 

It was already unbearable for Eden. 
“She won’t have to go back to her foster 
parents, will she?” 

“Maybe. The director was unclear on 
that point. You can ask for a court date as 
quickly as possible. This will be an un- 
usual case, so I’m guessing media atten- 
tion will be strong. That might be enough 
to get them to move faster on it.” 

Eden felt like wringing her hands. “I can’t 
bear to have her go back to her foster par- 
ents, Rick! Surely there’s something we 
can do.” 

“Maybe Julia can expedite things,” Clay 
said. 

“Of course!” Eden glanced at Allie. “Re- 
member when she said | looked familiar to 
her? She figured it out. She’d seen the 
newspaper stories.” 
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“It wouldn’t hurt to ask her for help,” Al- 
lie said. 

Eden rubbed her forehead. “We have to 
get this settled soon. We all deserve to be 
a family again.” 

“Let's get it done today,” Clay said. “Call 
the judge.” 

Eden shrugged and pulled out her 
phone. “Okay.” She placed the call and 
Julia agreed to help. She told them to 
come to the clinic and submit a DNA sam- 
ple at eight thirty, an hour away. This would 
soon be over. 


aK 
Horses stomped their hooves in the red 
dirt. Their tack jingled and glittered in the 
hot sunshine. Clay squinted into the bril- 
liant blue sky at the position of the sun. 
Nearly nine thirty. Sister Marjo would be 
coming soon. 

He sensed someone behind him. Turn- 
ing, he saw Eden moving toward the cor- 
ral with Madeline by the hand. The little 
girl kept snatching her fingers from Eden’s 
until finally Eden didn’t try to grab them 
back. What was with the child? All the 
other girls adored Eden, but Madeline had — 
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never fully gotten over her pique of being 
disciplined. She would warm up for a few 
minutes, then fall back into her sullenness. 

“Hi, girls,” he said. “I’m surprised to see 
you here, Maddie. | thought you didn't like 
the horses.” 

“So did |,” Eden said, stopping to catch 
her breath. “She decided she was going 
to try to pet one today.” 

Madeline went to grab Clay’s hand. “But 
you have to come with me.” 

“| won't leave your side,” he promised. 

He exchanged a puzzled glance with 
Eden. She’d tried her best to get Madeline 
to make up with her, but the child refused 
to so much as smile in Eden’s direction. 
He was a different story, though. She 
craved his attention. 

He let her watch Allie’s daughter, Betsy, 
and the horse Bluebird for a few minutes. 
Betsy was riding around the barrels in the 
corral as she practiced for the kids’ rodeo 
coming up in two weeks. “She’s good,” he 
said. 

Eden joined them at the fence. “Allie 
says she’s even better than Allie was at 
that age.” | 

Betsy cantered toward them when she 
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completed the course. “Hi, Maddie,” she 
said. “You want to ride Bluebird? He won't 
hurt you.” 

Madeline shook her head and buried 
her face in Clay’s leg. He put his hand on 
her shoulder. “You said you were going to 
pet a horse today. How about | lift you up? 
ll hold you while you do it. That way you 
won't be afraid.” 

“No,” she said, her voice muffled. “1 
changed my mind.” 

It wouldn't do any good to try to force 
her. “Okay, honey. You can go with Miss 
Eden back to the ranch house.” 

“Don’t want her. You take me.” 

Eden’s eyes darkened, and he knew 
she was hurt by the child’s behavior. “Okay. 
But Miss Eden is coming with us.” 

The three of them walked across the 
yard toward the house as an older blue 
truck hauling a horse trailer turned between 
the fence posts by the road. He stopped 
and watched the rust bucket approach. 
“There’s a horse in the back,” he said. 

A young woman got out while the dust 
from the truck tires was still settling. She 
wore a petulant expression. Her boots © 
were finely tooled leather, and the cowboy 
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hat she wore looked new too. She stalked 
to the back of the trailer and threw open 
the door, then stood looking at them with 
her hands on her hips. 

“Well?” she demanded. “Come get this 
old bag of bones.” 

He had to pry Madeline’s hand loose 
from his. “Stay here,” he said, nudging her 
toward Eden. 

When he reached the woman, he saw 
an old horse inside the trailer. Black. The 
animal’s head hung down and there were 
several sores on its legs. Flies buzzed 
around the broken skin. Poor thing. “Can | 
help you?” he asked the woman. 

She gave him a haughty stare. “Isn't 
this the place that takes horses?” 

“You're donating him to Bluebird?” 

“It's either that or the rendering plant.” 
she grabbed the animal’s reins roughly. 

“Let me,” Clay said. When she shrugged 
and moved out of the way, he quieted the 
horse with a soft word and a gentle touch, 
then led it from the trailer to the gravel. 
People like this should never own an ani- 
mal. He clamped his lips against the words 
he wanted to say. 
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“He’s all yours,” she said, striding to- 
ward the truck. 

“You have a bill of sale or something?” 
he asked. 

She stopped and turned. “You paying 
for him?” 

“No, but | imagine Rick will need proof 
of ownership.” 

Her avaricious expression changed to 
boredom. “I'll sign off on him, then. Just 
don’t expect me to pay for his keep or any- 
thing.” She reached into the truck and pulled 
out a paper that she signed and handed 
over. “Been nice doing business with you.” 

Clay watched her climb in the truck and 
pull away. Eden and Madeline joined him. 
“What a piece of work,” he said. 

Eden hung back from the horse. “He’s 
been mistreated?” 

“Yeah. Looks half starved. And he’s got 
welts on his back from a whip.” 

“Can we turn her in?” 

“Pll have to ask Rick. She should be 
thrown in jail for cruelty to animals.” He 
glanced down at Madeline and found her 
staring in fascination at the horse. “I need 
to name it.” He checked the horse over. 
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Madeline kept her hands behind her 
back. “That lady was mean to him’?” 

“Yes. But he has a new home here. No 
one will be mean to him. We'll make sure 
he gets lots of food and love. He might like 
a pat to let him know you like him.” 

Tentatively, she held out her hand. The 
horse backed up a few steps, then put his 
head down. She gave his nose a quick 
pat. “He likes it!” 

Clay grinned. “He sure does. | think you 
should name him. It’s a boy horse.” 

“His name is Tornado,” Madeline said. 
“He’s the same color.” 

She had a point. The horse was as 
black as yesterday’s storm. “Tornado it is. 
You're going to have to take charge of him, 
Maddie. He needs a friend.” 

She smiled and stepped closer. “Can | 
feed him?” 

“| doubt he’d let anyone else do it. He 
knows a friend when he sees her.” And 
the horse did seem to know Maddie meant 
him no harm. He bumped his nose on the 
little girl's shoulder, and she giggled, then 
patted him again. 

She had a bright smile when she turned 
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back toward the house. “I’m going to tell 
the other girls,” she said. 

Clay watched her run up the steps and 
disappear into the house. “Want to pet 
him?” he asked Eden. 

She hesitated, then touched the horse’s 
nose. Her eyes registered wonder. “It’s so 
soft. Will he bite?” 

He shook his head. “He’s just glad 
someone cares.” His heart swelled as she 
murmured soft words to the poor animal. 
There was so much tenderness in her now 
that she was dropping her guard. 


29 


EDEN PULLED THE SHEETS FROM THE BEDS IN 
the bunkhouse. Though laundry wasn't 
normally her job, she liked to help out Te- 
pin by at least getting the stuff into a pile. 
Nancy and Omar were supposed to show 
up sometime this morning. Too much to 
do today. 

She paused and glanced at the phone. 
God had been prompting her to call Kent 
lately. He deserved that much. She picked 
up the phone and dialed Kent’s cell phone 
number. When she got his secretary, she 
identified herself and was put through. 

“Eden?” | 
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Her stomach clenched at the eagerness 
in his voice. “I hope I’m not bothering you.” 

“Never,” he said. “How’s it going down 
there?” 

She wetted her lips. “Good, really good. 
Um, that’s why I’m calling. We've identified 
Brianna.” 

“Wonderful news.” Caution entered his 
tone. 

“The best,” she said. “Clay and | have 
been talking... .” 

“And you're going to try to make it work,” 
he finished for her. 

“Well, yes.” Would it be rubbing salt in 
the wound for her to tell him that she loved 
Clay? 

“| could tell when you saw him that you 
still loved him. l’ve been expecting this, 
Eden. Don’t feel bad, honey. My heart is 
only cracked a little. It’s not broken.” 

Inexplicable tears burned her eyes. 
“You're a good man, Kent Huston.” 

“Too bad there’s no demand for good 
men,” he said with a chuckle. “If you ever 
need anything, let me know. I'll always be 
your friend.” 

It was all she could do to say good-bye ~ 
and hang up. Though the call had been 
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difficult, she felt lighter, freer, as she went 
back to her tasks. 

Her iPhone dinged and she glanced at 
the screen to read her text message. On 
my way. Meet me in 10 minutes at your 
husband’s property. Be ready with the flash 
drive. 

Santiago was coming. He’d given her no 
time to prepare. Dropping the laundry, she 
called Julia and told her what was happen- 
ing. The judge promised to mobilize the 
Border Patrol at the abandoned house as 
quickly as she could. Would it be enough? 
Eden suspected Santiago would show up 
with plenty of firepower. 

She called his number. When he an- 
swered, she didn’t wait for him to put her 
off. “I can’t get to the property by then.” 

“Ten minutes, Eden. I’m bringing the 
last picture | had. Be there with that flash 
drive or you won't like the consequences.” 

He ended the call. She ran to the door 
and scanned the yard for Clay. He was 
watching Rick and Buzz working with the 
girls on their horseback riding. When 
she shouted his name and gestured, he 
jogged from the back paddock to the 
bunkhouse. 
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“What’s wrong?” he asked when he 
reached her. 

She tried to maintain her composure, 
but her pulse was knocking on her ribs. 
“Santiago wants to meet at your property. 
We only have ten minutes.” 

“My house? How did he even know 
about it?” 

“| have a feeling he’s much more pow- 
erful than we know. He'll be there in ten 
minutes!” 

He fell into step beside her. “That’s 
barely enough time to get there. Did you 
call Julia?” 

She nodded and rushed toward the 
truck. “She’s supposed to be getting Bor- 
der Patrol out there, but I’m not sure they'll 
arrive in time to do anything.” 

She stopped when a familiar silver 
Lexus rolled up the drive. “Oh no, not now. 
Mom is here. We don’t have time for this. 
You deal with her and I'll tell Allie what’s 
going on.” She rushed for the house and 
told Allie they had to run an errand and 
would be back. 

Clay was waiting in the truck arch she 
got back. The Lexus was rolling away - 
down the drive. It turned left at the road 
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and accelerated away. “What did you tell 
her?” 

“That we had an errand to run. | sug- 
gested she go get coffee in town.” 

Eden climbed into the truck and fas- 
tened her seat belt. “l have a bad feeling 
about this. It’s much too rushed. Some- 
thing is going to go wrong. Why couldn't 
he just take the drive and leave us alone? 
He could trust us a little.” 

“Calm down, honey.” He opened the 
compartment between them and withdrew 
a gun. 

“Where'd you get that?” The sight of the 
black metal tightened her chest. 

“| borrowed it from Rick.” 

“Does he know what’s happening with 
my dad?” 

“Yeah, | told him.” 

“| wish you wouldn’t take that.” 

His expression went grim. “We're not 
going into this with no protection.” 

She said no more but clutched the grip 
on the door as they sped toward their des- 
tination. She prayed as the truck barreled 
over the potholes. 

The turnoff to the dead-end road was 
just ahead. Clay pulled the truck to the 


LONESTAR ANGEL 385 


side of the road. “See that house?” he said, 
indicating a low-slung ranch home. It was 
stucco and had a swing set in the side 
yard. “I want you to wait there for me.” 

She stared at him, unable to believe he 
would even ask her to leave. “I’m going 
with you.” 

“Eden, | don’t have time to argue with 
you. | want you to wait here for me. Please. 
| can't have you walking into a dangerous 
situation. Brianna needs a mother.” 

“She needs a father too!” 

He set his jaw. “And what happens to 
her if your father shows up with guns blaz- 
ing and wipes us both out just to make 
sure we don't do something with any cop- 
ies we’ve made? She'll stay in foster care, 
that’s what. And I’m not ready for that to 
happen.” 

She wasn't either. “He’s not going to 
shoot me.” 

“One of his thugs nearly burned you up.” 

She bit her lip, Knowing he was right. 
The situation was fraught with uncertainty. 
There had been no time to negotiate a 
peaceful outcome. There would surely be 
bullets flying. “I'll call him back and tell him — 
this won't work. That he can send his 
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henchman to pick up the flash drive in- 
stead.” 

“| don’t believe you'll be safe until he 
and his people are behind bars. There is 
more going on than we know. He’s unable 
to control one of his guys.” 

“Escalating the situation won't change 
that.” 

“We might bring down an empire today.” 
He leaned across and shoved open her 
door. “If | have to carry you to the porch 
kicking and screaming, | will.” 

She could tell by his face he was seri- 
ous. Every cell in her body shouted for her 
to stay put, but she unbuckled her seat belt 
and slid out of the car. “I will never forgive 
you if you get yourself killed, Clay Larson.” 

“lll try to stay alive, Angel. Pray for me.” 

She slammed the door with all her might 
and watched as he pulled away. She 
stayed where she was until he turned and 
disappeared in a cloud of dust around the 
curve. The derelict house wasn’t far. She 
could walk there in ten minutes. But should 
she? 

What if her father really was waiting with 
guns? She'd feel better if she knew the 
Border Patrol was stationed around the 
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property. Julia would know. Pulling out her 
phone, she called the judge, who answered 
on the second ring. 

“Eden, have you arrived?” 

Eden paced along the side of the road. 
“Clay made me get out and he’s gone on 
ahead. Is the Border Patrol there?” 

“We got lucky. Two agents were in the 
area and hightailed it over to hide in the barn. 
As far as | Know, they’re there now.” 

Her stomach clenched. “Only two?” 

“There are more coming. But they won't 
get there for another fifteen minutes. I’d 
hoped you’d be able to delay your father.” 

“Clay didn’t want both of us in danger 
because of Brianna.” 

Julia grunted in agreement. “I didn’t think 
about that. He’s right. You stay put and let 
him handle it.” 

“Where are you?” Eden asked. 

“At the courthouse, ready to throw them 
in jail.” 

“Call me when you hear anything,” Eden 
said. She ended the call and dropped the 
phone back into her purse. She automati- 
cally stepped off the side of the road when 
a car approached. 

Her heart sank when she recognized 
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her father in the passenger seat. And three 
other men in the car with him. There was 
no chance to hide. They’d already seen her. 
The car slowed, then stopped beside her. 
The tinted passenger window rolled down. 

Santiago’s face was impassive as he 
looked her over. She could see her ap- 
pearance here had thrown him off his ex- 
pectations. “Father,” she said. 

“| told you that | doubt that relationship. 
Has your vehicle broken down?” He stared 
over her shoulder at the house behind her. 

There was no car in the driveway so 
she couldn't confirm his guess. “No. My 
husband was unwilling to allow me to go. 
He was afraid you might harm me. He has 
the flash drive for you.” 

There was a flicker of his lids, then, “Get 
[aks 

The man on the passenger side behind 
her father opened the door, then slid over. 
She had no choice but to slide into the 
backseat. Her pulse throbbed in her throat. 
What was he going to do to her? The men 
all had guns. This didn’t look good. If she’d 
just done what Clay asked, she would 
have been up at the neighbor’s house. 
Santiago wouldn’t have seen her. 
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The car pulled back onto the road as 
soon as she shut the door. The thick si- 
lence weighed her down. She wondered 
how she could get a message to Clay or 
Julia, but the man beside her would take 
her phone the minute she dug it out. 

The car turned onto the dirt road. Mo- 
ments later Clay’s old family house was in 
sight. His black truck was there. Behind it 
was a silver Lexus. 

“Whose car is that?” Santiago asked, 
his voice sharp. 

“My mother’s,” Eden admitted. “I! don’t 
know why she’s here.” 

The man grunted. “What does she 
want?” 

“| thought maybe you knew. She’s mar- 
ried to your brother.” 

“| have seen neither one of them in ten 
years. | would have preferred to keep it 
that way. Though | did appreciate her call 
the other day.” 

Was that his teeth grinding? Did he hate 
them that much? 

“Park here,” Santiago said at the end of 
the driveway. “I do not like the smell of 
this. What did you see when you exam- 
ined the property, Carlos?” 
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The man beside Eden shrugged. “It has 
been abandoned for many years. Other 
than squatters in the barn, there was no 
one here this morning.” 

“Very well. Drive in.” 

The driver turned into the lane and 
parked behind Clay’s truck. Half expect- 
ing Carlos to forbid it, Eden opened her 
door and got out. Clay straightened from 
where he had been leaning at her moth- 
er’s car. He froze when he saw Eden with 
her father. 

Eden’s mother climbed out of the car 
and stood watching Santiago. A moment 
later Omar did the same. 

“Mom, what are you doing here?” Eden 
asked. 

Nancy walked to the end of her car. “l 
knew something was going on so we fol- 
lowed Clay’s truck. We suspected we 
would find Hector here.” 

“What’s going on?” Clay asked. 

“| think | should be asking that,” Santi- 
ago said, slamming the door behind him. 
“| arrive for a friendly exchange and find 
this puta here.” 3 

Eden’s mother didn’t react to the de- 
rogatory term. She had eyes for no one 
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but Hector. “Hello, Hector,” she said. “It’s 
good to see you.” 

He spat in the dirt, then glanced at his 
brother. “Omar, | would have expected you 
to have more sense than this.” 

“You owe us, Hector. Every other at- 
tempt to collect has failed. My wife didn’t 
have to tell you that these two have in- 
Criminating pictures of you. You should 
show some gratitude and pay your debts.” 

“| owe you nothing.” Hector motioned to 
his men. “Guard them while Eden and | 
conduct our business.” 

He walked back toward the barn. Eden 
and Clay followed. At the side of the house, 
Hector stopped and dug into his pocket. 
“This is the last photograph | have of your 
daughter.” He held out a picture. 

Eden took it and Clay peered over her 
shoulder. The little girl in the picture ap- 
peared to be about two years old. Blond 
hair. It had obviously darkened since then. 

There was not much time to study it be- 
fore Hector held out his hand. “My prop- 
erty, please.” 

Clay pulled the flash drive out of his 
pocket. He dropped the device into the - 
older man’s palm. “We're square now. Did 
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you succeed in calling off the person who 
has been targeting Eden?” 

Eden saw his lids flicker before he shut- 
tered his expression. “I am working on it.” 
“Working on it? What does that mean?” 
Clay’s voice rose. | 

“It has not been as easy as | had hoped.” 

Santiago turned to leave, but Clay caught 
his arm. “I need more assurances than 
that. Someone nearly killed her, tried to 
burn her alive! It takes a twisted monster 
to do something like that. Give me the 
name. If you can’t handle the job, I’ll do it 
myself.” 

Santiago stared at Clay’s hand on his 
arm, then glanced at his face. “As | said, | 
am taking care of it. It is not your concern.” 

“Anything to do with my wife is my con- 
cern. You might be fine with walking away 
from your daughter, but she’s my life. | 
won't let any harm come to her.” 

Santiago raised an eyebrow. “You per- 
sist in calling her my daughter. Perhaps 
you should ask my brother how he came 
to be married to her mother.” 

Eden gaped at him. Surely he didn't 
mean... | 

“You appear surprised, Eden. Did you 
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not wonder when they came here to- 
gether?” He pulled out his wallet and re- 
moved an old picture. It was creased and 
stained and showed two young men 
squinting into the sun. The backdrop was 
a small village. “Can you tell us apart?” 

She studied the picture. “No.” 

“Neither could your mother. We shared 
her.” 

Eden recoiled. She wanted to clap her 
hands over her ears at such an ugly truth. 
“You've never had a paternity test?” 

He shrugged. “He married her. To the 
victor go the spoils.” 

“Why are they here?” Clay asked. 

Santiago’s expression of annoyance 
deepened. “You should ask them.” He 
walked away. 

Eden glanced at Clay and mouthed, 
“Where is the Border Patrol?” 

Clay shrugged and shook his head. 
They followed Hector back to the front of 
the house, where they found Omar and 
Eden’s mother surrounded by Santiago’s 
henchmen. 

Eden’s mother clenched her fists. “This 
is ridiculous, Hector!” | 

He kept walking toward his car. “What is 
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ridiculous is that you expect me to cave to 
your demands. | should dump you both in 
the desert.” 

Eden pressed forward to hear. She had 
to know what this was all about. It might 
explain why her mother had come back 
into her life after all this time. 

Clay restrained her. “Don’t get too 
close,” he whispered. | 

“Half the business is mine,” Omar yelled 
at Hector’s departing back. “| demand an 
equal share. It’s what our father wished.” 

Hector turned with a stony expression 
on his face. “Both of you destroyed my wife. 
When | washed my hands of you, it was for 
all time.” 

What did he mean? Eden doubted he 
meant that they had actually murdered 
her. She watched the way her mother took 
a step back and dropped her head. Omar 
seemed to bear no shame. 

“She deserved to know the truth,” Omar 
said. 

“You sent her a photo of a child that may 
even be your own. All in a petty fit of re- 
venge when you did not get your way.” 

“How was | to know she would go ber- 
serk?” Omar shot back. 
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“She was fragile, hurt. You knew this 
woman’—he pointed at Eden’s mother— 
“meant nothing to me.” 

The history these three shared was be- 
coming clear to Eden. Her picture as a 
child must have been the thing that had 
cost Hector his wife. No wonder he had so 
little regard for her. She should feel blessed 
that he had let her live. So far. 


30 


WHERE WAS THE BORDER PATROL? CLAY 
could only assume they were remaining 
hidden until reinforcements came. Eden 
looked shell-shocked. Hector was walk- 
ing away. A few more seconds and it was 
going to be too late. 

“Hey!” he shouted. 

Hector stopped and turned back toward 
him. “What now, boy?” 

“| want your word that no harm will come 
to my wife.” 

“We have been over that. | will do my 
best.” | | 

Was that a sound from the barn? Clay 
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wanted to push Eden to safety some- 
where, but there was no shelter. No tree, 
no lawn chair, nothing but open yard. The 
house was too far and there was no door 
on this side. The growl of an engine came 
in the distance, then an SUV came ca- 
reening up the dirt road with clouds of dust 
spewing from its tires. A van was right be- 
hind it. 

“Ambush!” Hector shouted. He grabbed 
Eden’s mother and, using her as a shield, 
propelled her toward his car. “Go, go!” he 
shouted to his men. 

But it was too late. The vehicles blocked 
the lane, and two agents brandishing guns 
erupted from the barn. Doors slammed as 
men poured from the SUV and the van. 
Santiago’s men brought their guns up. 
When the first shots were fired, Clay dived 
for his wife. His weight bore her to the 
ground and he covered her with his body. 
She didn’t struggle, and he could hear her 
breathing in his ear, a frantic gasping. 

“Were you hit?” he asked. 

“No.” Her arms came around his waist 
as more gunfire rocketed around them. 
“Can you see if he’s been shot? Or my © 
mother?” 
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Clay raised his head cautiously as the 
shots tapered off. “l don’t see anyone on 
the ground except the driver. They’re hand- 
cuffing Hector. | don’t see your mom or 
Omar.” 

When the men were all in custody, he 
rolled off Eden and got up, then helped 
her to her feet. Santiago’s glare held men- 
ace when he spotted them. Clay’s gut 
clenched at the hate in his face. 

Hector’s wrists were cuffed behind him, 
but he jerked away from the grip of the 
agent and took a couple of steps toward 
them. “You will pay for this. Enjoy your wife 
while you can. She will not be alive for long.” 

The agent grabbed his arm again and 
hustled him to the back of the waiting van. 
The other men were shoved into the vehi- 
cle as well. A Border Patrol agent walked 
toward Clay and Eden. 

“Everyone okay?” he asked. 

“We're uninjured,” Clay said. “Il wasn’t 
sure you were going to get here in time. 
Good work.” But he felt queasy when he 
remembered Santiago’s words. “When 
you question him, see if you can get him 
to tell you who has made several attempts 
on my wife’s life.” 
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“Pll do that,” the agent said. “These guys 
are snakes. Dispose of one and a dozen 
more show up.” He tipped his hat. “Appre- 
ciate your help, ma’am. We’ve been trying 
to get him for a long time.” 

Clay glanced to where Eden’s mother 
stood with Omar. “You got anything on 
Omar Santiago? That’s him over there.” 

The agent frowned. “Santiago’s brother?” 

“Yeah, that’s him.” 

“There is no warrant out for his arrest. If 
he’s been involved in this, he’s kept a low 
profile. We'll be sure to question him and 
Hector both, though.” 

Eden’s mother came running up. “Eden, 
please tell me you had nothing to do with 
this ambush.” Her mouth was twisted and 
tight, and angry tears stood in her eyes. 

“He had to be taken off the streets, 
Mom,” Eden said. “And he sent someone 
after me. Someone who has tried to kill 
me.” 

Her mother’s eyes widened. “You did 
set this up! | can’t believe it.” 

Clay stepped in. “What did you expect 
her to do? Look away while this guy de- 
stroyed lives and ruined kids?” | 

“But he’s her father!” 
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Eden’s chin came up. “He says it’s more 
likely Omar is my father. Is that true?” 

Her mother glanced away. “That’s a lie,” 
she said, but her voice lacked conviction. 
“How could you do this to your own fam- 
ily? I’m disappointed in you.” 

Eden laughed derisively. “My family. 
You used me to get to Hector. You didn't 
come back because you loved me and 
wanted to make amends. You thought 
Hector would agree to see me, and you 
could contact him that way.” 

Her mother met her gaze. “I! did no such 
thing!” 

But Clay saw the truth in her eyes. Eden 
was right. This pair had used his wife. 
“Haven't you put her through enough? Did 
you have to hurt her like this?” 

“How has this hurt her? She’s fine. Not 
a scratch.” 

“| was actually beginning to believe you,” 
Eden said softly. “l thought you’d really 
had a change of heart, maybe even found 
God or something. | believed you weren’t 
the same woman who left me on my own. 
Now | find that | was just a tool.” 

Clay pointed to the van. “And accord- 
ing to Hector, this isn’t the first time you’ve 
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used her. What was all that about his 
wife?” 

Her mother started to walk away. “This 
is no concern of yours.” 

Clay caught her arm and turned her 
around to face them. “Let’s have the truth.” 

In the harsh light her mother looked 
older, drained. “Hector broke off ties with 
Omar when Omar told him we were going 
to marry. They argued. Hector said some 
hateful things about me.” 

“Like maybe the fact you weren't wel- 
come in the Santiago family?” Eden asked. 

“Yes. He called me names. We were 
desperate, though. Neither of us had a 
job, and we needed money. | thought 
maybe his wife would make him support 
his daughter at least.” 

The woman’s lies took Clay’s breath 
away. “But you'd already abandoned Eden 
by then.” 

The woman had the decency to blush. 
“Else didn’t know that. We thought she 
would make Hector do his duty.” 

Eden shook her head. “No, you wanted 
revenge. You wanted to hurt Hector.” 

Her mother pressed her lips together. 
“He’s skated through life without a thought 
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for other people. It’s about time he paid for 
some of his sins.” 

There was no getting through to this 
woman. She was blind to her warped 
character. “So you told his wife. What hap- 
pened?” 

“The silly woman was hysterical. From 
what | heard, she took some pills and over- 
dosed. To this day, no one knows if it was 
accidental or deliberate.” 

“She died?” 

“| have heard she lived but went a little 
crazy. I’m not sure, though.” 

The poor woman. Destroyed by this pair. 
“| don’t ever want you to contact us again,” 
Clay said. “Let’s go, Eden.” 

ak 
The agents were gone, leaving only dust 
in their wake. The acrid taste of betrayal 
clung to Eden’s tongue. She stood with 
Clay’s arm around her in front of the aban- 
doned house. The wind rolled two tumble- 
weeds past their feet. 

“It’s over, honey,” Clay said. “We'll go on 
from here. We have each other and Bri- 
anna.” 

The love in his eyes brought a lump to 
her throat. “I’m clinging to that. It will take 
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me a few minutes to come to grips with 
everything she’s done.” She glanced back 
at the house. “Can we look at it in the day- 
light?” 

His grin came, tenderness in the curve 
of it. “Let me make sure there are no snakes 
in our path.” 

They went to the door. He kicked the pile 
of weeds out of the way, then shoved the 
door open. Sunlight streamed into the open 
courtyard between the outer entrance and 
the house. There were more tumbleweeds 
in the corners, but the hand-painted Mexi- 
can tiles on the ground were untouched. 
Their colors glowed in the sunshine. 

“It’s lovely!” She stepped onto the tile 
behind him. A mural was still intact on the 
back wall of the house. Eden studied the 
scene of cacti and distant mountains. 
Warm terra-cotta-colored paint on the 
other walls made her feel at home. Dead 
rose branches overran the trellis that cov- 
ered a seating area. “Who painted this? | 
love it.” 

He stood examining the space with her. 
“| did. It was one of my early teenage at- 
tempts at art.” 

“It's really good.” She pointed to the 
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other walls. “You could do some other mu- 
rals there. Ones of the mountains.” She 
went to the French doors on the right wall. 
“Where does this lead?” 

“Into the dining room.” He opened the 
door and led her into the house. “Looks 
Okay,” he said. 

She followed him into a huge room 
flanked with floor-to-ceiling windows. The 
light had a quality that lifted her spirits. 
She could see them living here. Brianna 
playing with her toys on a rug that warmed 
the tile. On one end of the room was the 
kitchen. It was still decked out in the eigh- 
ties style, just like when it was built. Dust 
and cobwebs covered the counters and 
cabinets, but the layout and structure at- 
tracted her. There was a beehive chimney 
over the stove. In her mind’s eye, she could 
see a new kitchen with granite counters 
and cherrywood cabinets. 

“How many bedrooms?” she asked. 

“You won't believe it. Six. And six bath- 
rooms.” 

she gaped. “Why so many? There were 
only three of you kids, right?” 

He nodded. “Mom wanted room for 
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company, and she liked to sew, so one 
room was set up as her craft space. It was 
a great house to grow up in.” He took her 
hand. “Let me show you our room.” 

Our room. Eden liked the sound of that. 
They could make a home here with Bri- 
anna. She could hear her daughter’s 
laughter in this place. And any other chil- 
dren who might come along too. She let 
Clay lead her to a wing that had several 
rooms sprouting off of it. She peeked in as 
she passed and saw two generous bed- 
rooms and several bathrooms. 

“The master is at the end of the hall,” 
Clay said. 

The door was closed, and he pushed it 
open to reveal a huge room with fifteen- 
foot-high ceilings. Clerestory windows illu- 
minated the space. Eden wandered the 
room and exclaimed over the huge bath- 
room with a separate shower and soaking 
bathtub. The walk-in closet was as large 
as their bedroom back at the bunkhouse. 

“| never expected anything so grand,” 
she said. 

His grin widened. “Only the best for the 
love of my life.” 
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She realized the tension she'd felt was 
gone, washed away by dreaming of the 
future with this man she loved so much. 
“Let’s see the rest.” 

By the time she’d seen the five bea- 
rooms in the wing at the other end of the 
house, she was ready to move in. “How 
long do you think it would take to get it 
ready?” 

“Depends on what all we want to do. 
We'll have to get it cleaned, a new roof for 
sure.” 

“A new kitchen,” she said. “The bathrooms 
are fine. They just need to be cleaned.” The 
expensive Mexican tile and hand-painted 
sinks were still in good condition in all the 
bathrooms. “This place is like a small vil- 
lage. The three of us will have trouble find- 
ing one another.” 

“| can find you anywhere,” he said, tak- 
ing her in his arms. “You can run and 
hide, but it will do you no good. You be- 
long with me.” 

“It’s the only place | want to be,” she said, 
nestling against him. 

They would fill this house with love and 
laughter again. “What time is it?” she asked. 
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It felt like two days since they’d left the 
ranch. 

He glanced at his watch. “Nearly noon. 
Sister Marjo should be getting to the ranch 
soon. We’d better go.” 


31 


SITTING HERE WITH CLAY, IT WAS HARD FOR 
Eden to remember that a few hours ago 
they feared for their lives. It was all over 
now. The judge had called to report that 
one of Santiago’s lackeys was beginning to 
talk. Julia hoped to have several branches 
of Santiago’s empire cleanly amputated in 
another day or two. 

Eden glanced at her watch, then at Clay, 
who was on the porch swing with her. 
“She's late.” She was enjoying resting in 
the circle of his arm. The girls played with 
Frisbees in the front yard. 

He hugged her. “Only forty-five minutes. 
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Be patient. We’re in the boonies. It takes 
awhile to get here from Austin.” 

Allie stepped from the house. “Lunch, 
girls!” She held the door open while the 
children scampered inside. “Still not here?” 
she asked. 

Eden nearly groaned. “Where is she?” 

Allie’s smile faded as she glanced at 
her watch. “She said she thought she’d be 
no later than noon. | hope her car didn’t 
break down.” 

The phone rang from inside. Eden had 
a feeling it was going to be bad news. Her 
stomach muscles clenched when, a few 
moments later, Allie returned with a grim 
expression. 

“What is it?” 

“That was the sheriff. He found Sister 
Marjo’s car abandoned off the road. 
There’s no sign of her.” 

Clay lurched to his feet. “She had an 
accident and tried to walk for help?” 

“Maybe. It appears that someone side- 
swiped her. The driver’s door was hanging 
open like she got out in a hurry. He’s got 
some deputies out looking for her now.” 

“We should help too,” Clay said. 

Allie nodded. “Maybe on horseback. 
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Rick can decide. There’s lots of desert to 
cover.” 

That plan ruled out Eden. No way she 
was getting in a saddle. “What else can 
we do?” 

Allie glanced at her with an intent ex- 
pression. “Pray.” 

“| have been.” And God had been so 
faithful. Little by little, he had filled Eden’s 
life with hope. She’d been afraid to allow 
herself to dream, but God had given her 
all she could possibly desire. 

Clay rushed off to the barn to fetch Rick. 
Both men _ returned leading saddled 
horses. Eden watched them mount up. 

“| want to go too,” Allie said. 

“It’s brutally hot out there today,” Rick 
said. “I'd rather you stay home. In your 
condition.” 

Eden glanced at Allie and saw a flush 
running up her neck. “Condition?” 

“I’m pregnant,” Allie said. “l suppose I’d 
better stay home. But | don’t want to.” 

Rick dropped a kiss on her lips. “We'll 
find her. Try not to worry. And pray.” 

“We will.” 

The men mounted their horses and rode 
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off down the drive. “Congratulations,” Eden 
said. “When is the baby due?” 

Allie smiled. “Not for five months yet. 
I’m not even showing. Betsy is hoping for 
a girl. Matthew wants a brother, of course.” 

Eden found her own hand had wan- 
dered to her belly. She remembered carry- 
ing Brianna. Then she’d been young and 
scared. What would it be like to have an- 
other baby with Clay now that the barriers 
between them were finally down? 

She forced her thoughts back to the 
present. “We might as well make sure the 
girls are eating,’ Eden said. 

Clay settled in his saddle. “Would you 
mind shutting the barn door?” he asked 
Eden. “I just realized we left it open.” 

“Sure.” She glanced at Allie. “You want 
to check on the girls? I’ll shut the door.” 

“Sure.” 

Allie headed toward the house. Eden 
had shut the door and turned to leave when 
a voice from inside the barn stopped her. 

“Eden,” the distorted voice whispered. “I 
have her.” 

She wanted to run, but she stepped 
closer to the barn. “You have who?” But she 
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was afraid she knew. “Sister Marjo?” Who 
was on the other side of this wall? 

“Only you can save her.” 

A window was nearly at eye level. She 
stared into the barn, but the brilliant sun- 
light turned the glass into a mirror and she 
could see nothing. “How?” 

“Leave Bluebird. Today. Right now. 
Clay’s truck is outside. His keys are in it. 
All you have to do is get in and drive away. 
ll let the nun go.” 

“Did you hurt her?” 

“Not yet.” 

The implied threat made her swallow 
hard. “She’s done nothing to you.” 

“Oh, but she intended to. | had to stop 
her.” 

She doubted she could trust this guy. 
“How do | know that you'll turn her loose?” 

“You have my word.” 

“The word of a kidnapper? That’s hardly 
any guarantee.” 

“Brianna is next. Do you want their blood 
on your hands?” 

She shuddered at the mental image. 
What could she do? If only she could sum- 
mon help. Someone could sneak into the 
barn and find out who was threatening her. 
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But even if she yelled for help, Allie wouldn't 
get here in time. Eden could run in the 
front of the barn, but the man was likely to 
escape out the back. 

“What's it going to be, Eden? Your choice.” 

“Who are you?” 

“You should know.” 

The voice was distant now, as though 
the man had moved away from the wall. 
Which way should she go to catch a 
glimpse of him as he fled? She paused a 
moment, then ran for the back of the barn. 
Nothing. She ran around the side to the 
front. No one there either. Did she dare go 
inside? She glanced at the corral and saw 
Buzz pulling a saddle from a horse. 

“Buzz!” She waved frantically, and he 
dropped the saddle on the top rail of the 
fence and joined her. 

“Yes, ma'am?” 

“There’s someone in the barn, threaten- 
ing me. Will you go inside with me?” 

He pushed his hat to the back of his 
head. “Ain’t no one, Miss Eden. | was just 
in there.” 

She grabbed his arm and tugged him 
toward the barn door. “It’s the person who 
tried to kill me, Buzz!” 
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He quit resisting her. “I'll get him, Miss 
Eden!” Detaching his arm from her grip, 
he stepped inside the barn’s shadows. 

She hesitated outside, then followed him. 
The darkness was an adjustment after the 
brilliance of the day outside. It took a mo- 
ment to see clearly. She sniffed to see if 
the guy’s cologne perfumed the air but 
smelled only hay and horse. Buzz was Cau- 
tiously checking out the stalls. He shook 
his head when he saw her in the doorway. 

“The haymow’?” she asked. 

He shrugged, then climbed the ladder 
to the haymow. While he searched there, 
she went to where the man must have 
stood while he was talking to her. The 
tack hung on nails, and metal cans of feed 
lined the area. Staring hard, she thought 
she saw the imprint of where he’d stood. 
But there was no other sign that he’d been 
here. 

Buzz's feet appeared from the haymow 
as he backed down the ladder. He shook 
his head. “No one here, ma’am.” 

She shivered as she realized she was 
no closer to identifying the kidnapper. And 
Clay was out there looking too. He needed 
to be warned. Whoever this guy was, when 
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he learned that Hector had been arrested, 
his venom would increase. 


aK 

By dark the men had to give up. The moon- 
less night was too black to see tracks or 
even the ground from their perches on 
their horses. Clay didn’t want to admit de- 
feat, but he had no choice. Eden would be 
worried as well. Lacie would have to have 
heard about it by now too, poor kid. Eden 
had left a message on his voice mail, but 
he’d been riding at the time and lost the 
signal before the message could play. 

His spirits were dragging by the time he 
dismounted at the barn. One of the stable 
hands grabbed the reins of both horses 
and led them off to be curried. Clay’s belly 
rumbled and he realized he hadn't eaten 
since breakfast. It was now nine. 

“| reckon Allie will have something warm 
for us,” Rick said. 

Though he was hungry, Clay wanted to 
see Eden. “I think I'll have a peanut butter 
sandwich at the bunkhouse, then hit the 
hay. See you in the morning.” 

“Thanks for your help,” Rick called, head- 
ing to the house. | 

Clay’s steps dragged as he went back 
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to the bunkhouse. The drone of the TV 
floated from the building. Canned laughter, 
then a man speaking. Andy Griffith. He 
stepped inside to the aroma of popcorn. It 
was like a welcome-home kiss. 

He didn’t call out Eden’s name because 
he didn’t want to wake the girls. After hang- 
ing his hat on the hook by the door, he 
kicked off his boots and padded in his 
stocking feet to the living room. Eden lay 
sprawled on the sofa, one arm flung over 
her head. Lacie was curled in the crook of 
Eden’s arm. Their eyes were closed. So 
peaceful. When they heard the news that 
Sister Marjo was still missing, they'd be 
upset. 

He thought about carrying Lacie to the 
bedroom, but he’d probably wake them 
both that way. Rattling around in the kitchen 
would awaken them too. He grabbed an 
apple from a bowl on the table and went to 
the bedroom. Maybe there was something 
on the news about Sister Marjo. 

He fired up his laptop and logged on to 
the Internet. Nothing on the news. Maybe 
a nun’s disappearance in the desert wasn't 
newsworthy. Checking his e-mail would 
help him unwind. He was still wired. He 
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launched Apple Mail and saw he had five 
messages, all from his superior officer. A 
new hot spot was breaking out in Africa. 
He wanted Clay to cut his leave short and 
come back. Clay’s fingers poised on the 
keys. No time like the present. 

He wrote an e-mail telling the captain 
that he would be on leave until his enlist- 
ment ran out. 

Now he had to figure out what he wanted 
to do, but God had led him this far. There 
was something out there for him. He went 
to the national park site and studied the 
openings. Nothing in Big Bend yet, but it 
would come. He was sure of it. 

His camera bag was beside his chair. 
He hadn't seen the pictures he took of the 
tornado yet. Plugging his camera into the 
laptop, he took a look at the shots he'd 
taken. The first one made him suck in his 
breath. 

“| bet | can sell these,” he said. He 
called up his list of publications and con- 
tacts, then returned to the Internet. It was 
satellite Internet, slow as molasses, but 
he got the best images sent off to his top- 
paying contact. He would go through ev- 
ery door the Lord opened. The future 
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would be good as long as he had God 
and his family. 

He shut down the computer, then went 
to check on Eden. She had rolled to her 
side. Before he decided what to do, she 
opened her eyes and gave a sleepy smile. 

“Hi, beautiful,” he said, sinking to his 
knees by the sofa. 

“You're home,” she murmured, stretch- 
ing her hand toward him. He leaned over 
to kiss her, but before his lips touched 
hers, her eyes filled with alarm. 

“What's wrong?” 

“Did you get my message?” she whis- 
pered over Lacie’s head. 

He shook his head. “No signal most of 
the time. | saw you'd called, but | figured 
you were wondering when | was coming 
home.” 

She clasped her arms around their 
daughter. “He was here.” 

“Who?” 

“The kidnapper.” 

He started to rise. “You saw him?” 

“No, he was in the barn. Whispering to 
me through the wall.” She shuddered. 

His temper began to simmer. “Did you 
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call for help?” He sat beside her and 
slipped his arm around his girls. 

She nestled against him. “Buzz helped 
me look for him. | think he must have 
watched to see which door | went to first, 
then waited for me to go to the other one 
before darting out the back.” 

“What did he say?” As she told him the 
guy’s claim that he had Sister Marjo, his 
gut twisted. “Did you tell Allie?” 

“Of course. She called the sheriff, but 
there wasn’t anything he could do. We have 
no idea who the guy is. If Hector would co- 
operate, we could get him. Julia said one of 
the other men is talking, though.” 

For the first time in a lot of years, Clay 
wanted to swear. He’d get his hands on 
the guy and make sure he never bothered 
Eden again. “I’m going to check out the 
barn. Maybe there’s a clue you missed.” 

When he pulled his arm away, she 
grabbed it. “It’s dark out there now, Clay. 
Buzz and | checked it out. There’s nothing.” 

“| have to see for myself. I'll be right 
back.” He shoved his feet back into his 
boots, grabbed the flashlight, then went 
across the yard to the barn. | 


420 COLLEEN COBLE 


When he flipped the wall switch, the 
lights pushed back the shadows but not 
enough. Eden was right, though he hated 
to admit it. Even the flashlight didn’t help 
much. In the side of the barn where she 
said the man must have stood, Clay scuffed 
the loose straw on the floor with his boot. 
Nothing but floorboards under there. 

He ran his hand along the sill and 
checked out the tack hanging on the walls. 
His fingers touched some kind of wire. He 
traced it up to a tiny speaker just over the 
window. 

“What on earth?” he muttered. 

The guy had rigged up some way to talk 
to her while she stood outside. No wonder 
she and Buzz hadn't seen him. He’d never 
been there in the first place. 
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EDEN EXPECTED CLAY BACK FROM THE BARN 
any minute. She’d returned Lacie to bed 
and gone into the kitchen to get Clay some 
dinner. Chili bubbled in the pan on the 
stove. She stirred it, then shut off the gas. 
She cut slices of homemade bread and 
got out the peanut butter. 

“Miss Eden?” 

She turned to see Madeline rubbing 
her eyes. “What are you doing up, sweet- 
heart?” 

“| heard a voice.” The little girl leaned 
against her leg and moved resitlessly. “I — 
have to potty.” 
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“It was just Mr. Clay. He got home. Let’s 
get you back to bed.” She took the girl to 
the bathroom, then tucked her back into 
her bed. “It’s okay.” 

“Read me a story,” Madeline said, pulling 
the sheet to her chin. 

The night always brought a new softness 
to the child, but her underlying antagonism 
returned with the morning light. 

“You've already had a story.” Eden kissed 
her cheek. “I'll sing you a song, though.” 
She sang the favorite “Amazing Grace” and 
realized how meaningful the words were to 
her tonight, how amazing it was that God 
had brought her daughter back to her. 

Madeline was still awake, so Eden ca- 
ressed her hair and sang two more verses. 
She could feel the little girl relaxing. Her 
gaze went to the bed where Lacie lay, but 
it was too dark to make out the child’s fea- 
tures. Soon they’d be a family. The three 
of them could cuddle in a king-size bed 
and tell stories and sing songs. 

“Mr. Clay was outside my window,” Mad- 
eline muttered, her eyes already closing. 

Eden didn’t bother to explain that his 
voice had carried from the living room. 
She went back to the kitchen and glanced 
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out the window but saw no sign of Clay. 
Maybe she could check her e-mail while 
she was waiting. She went to the bedroom 
and lifted the lid of Clay’s MacBook. It 
opened to the mail program. She started 
to click out of it, but the message from 
Clay’s commander was on the screen and 
she caught the words MIDDLE East ASSIGN- 
MENT. 

She felt sick as she read the captain’s 
request for Clay to cut short his leave and 
head out on a new tour of duty. What had 
been his response? He'd talked about liv- 
ing here, but when it came down to actu- 
ally walking away from the military, would 
he do it? She feared the answer was no. 

No longer in the mood to check her 
e-mail, she shut the lid and went back to 
the kitchen. She picked up the plate of 
bread she’d cut. As she set the bread on 
the table, the lights in the kitchen went 
out. 

Every muscle tensed. “Clay?” Did she 
hear breathing or was it her imagination? 
She felt along the top of the refrigerator. 
No flashlight. Of course, Clay had taken it. 
She didn’t even know where to look for — 
another. She stood in the middle of the 
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kitchen with her heart pounding against 
her ribs. 

She had to get help. Cautiously feeling 
her way, she eased toward the door. When 
she stepped onto the porch, a breeze lifted 
her hair. It was just as dark out here. There 
was no moon, and clouds hid the stars. 
She couldn’t even see the steps to the 
yard. Her hand found the porch post, then 
her foot felt the steps drop off. If she didn’t 
fear waking the girls, she’d call out to Clay 
from here. The thought of walking across 
the yard in her bare feet was daunting. 
There could be snakes, scorpions, or ta- 
rantulas. 

After hesitating, she decided to go back 
and get her shoes. It wasn’t as though the 
lights being out would awaken the girls. 
She retreated to the house and felt her 
way to the living room, where she found 
her shoes by the sofa. She slid her feet 
into them and went to the back door again. 
From here she should see the lights on in 
the barn. At least she had a direction to 
aim for. It was pitch black out here. She 
realized she still clutched the spoon she’d 
used to stir the chili. | 

She heard something behind her. “Clay?” 
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Half turning, she felt a hand on her arm. 
Then something sweet and moist pressed 
against her nose and mouth. Struggling, 
she tried to scream but only succeeded in 
sucking in more of the chemical on the rag 
pressed against her face. 

Then she was falling into a darkness 
even more profound. 


aK 
The flashlight beam probed the darkness 
only a few feet as Clay walked back to- 
ward the house that he knew had to be 
back here. But there were no lights to 
guide him. Surely Eden hadn't turned out 
the lights and gone to bed. Frowning, Clay 
strode in what he thought was the right di- 
rection. He stopped and shined the light 
higher, then saw the outline of the bunk- 
house. Finally. He mounted the steps and 
poked his head inside. 

“Eden?” He flipped the switch on the 
wall but nothing happened. He caught his 
breath. A thrown breaker or something de- 
liberate? “Eden?” he called again. 

Where was the breaker? He tried to 
remember. He’d seen it somewhere. In the 
kitchen maybe? He made his way to the © 
kitchen. The scent of chili hung in the air. 


426 COLLEEN COBLE 


He hadn’t smelled it when he came in the 
first time, so Eden must have been warm- 
ing it for him. He touched the stove and 
found the pot warm. Where was she? 
Alarm bells were ringing in his head. 

He shined the light around the room. No 
sign of the breaker box. Wait, wasn’t it on 
the outside wall right here? Letting the 
flashlight guide his way, he shoved open 
the screen door and stepped onto the back 
porch. The electrical box was mounted on 
the siding. He aimed the light at the panel 
and opened the cover. All the breakers 
looked okay. Frowning, he studied them, 
then stared at the main. It was flipped off. 
His gut clenched. 

He stepped back into the kitchen. “Eden?” 

It didn’t matter if he awakened the girls 
now. He had to find his wife. Room by room, 
he turned on lights and searched. The 
bright lights did nothing to lift his fear. Not in 
the living room. Not in the bathroom or their 
bedroom. In the children’s room, they all 
Slept in spite of his voice calling for Eden. 

He had to get help from Rick. He went 
out to the living room and called her name 
once more, then stepped to the porch, 
pausing to turn on the porch light. The 
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bulb pushed back the shadows, and he 
could see the swing and the chairs on the 
porch. No Eden. 

Cupping his hands to his mouth, he 
called for her again. When there was no 
answer, he went down the steps to the yard, 
sweeping the flashlight beam over the area. 
Something glittered in the weeds. He fo- 
cused the flashlight. A spoon covered with 
chili. 

“Eden!” He raced to the main house and 
pounded on the door. When Allie opened 
it, he looked past her. “Get Rick. Eden’s 
missing.” 

“Oh no!” She turned and called over her 
shoulder. “Rick, hurry!” 

Rick came through the kitchen door still 
chewing on his dinner. He swallowed. 
“What’s wrong?” 

“| think someone has taken Eden.” The 
words caused cold terror to curl in his belly. 
“Call the sheriff.” He sagged against the 
door frame and wondered if he would ever 
see his wife again. 


33 


EVERY BREATH DRAGGED IN A SICKENINGLY 
sweet taste. Eden tried to open her eyes 
and couldn't. Another odor penetrated the 
smell of chloroform. Mouse droppings. She 
managed to lift her lids and squinted in 
the dim light. 

she lay on a dirty sofa littered with 
chewed paper and mouse dung. Every in- 
stinct told her to spring to her feet, but her 
muscles refused to obey. The most she 
could do was to lift her head away from 
the disgusting mess. 

A soft hand touched her arm. “How do 
you feel, dear?” 
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She stared into the face of a woman in 
her late forties or early fifties. Dark hair, 
sweet smile, compassionate eyes behind 
wire-rimmed glasses. 

Eden tried to smile back, but she was 
sure it was more of a grimace. “My head 
hurts.” 

The woman helped her sit. “You’ve been 
unconscious all night.” 

Eden’s head throbbed so badly she 
found it hard to think. “Where am |?” 

“?’m not sure. In a cabin somewhere in 
the desert. | can’t make out much. The win- 
dows are boarded up and there are only 
tiny cracks to see out. The door is pad- 
locked on the outside.” 

It all rushed back to Eden. The lights go- 
ing out. The attack. She wobbled to her 
feet. “I have to get out of here!” Brianna and 
the other girls had to be okay. And Clay. 

The woman grabbed her arm. “Settle 
down, honey. Neither of us is going any- 
where.” 

“We're prisoners here?” 

The woman shrugged. “The only power 
over us is what God has allowed. When 
he’s ready to release us, nothing will stand — 
in his way.” 
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Her manner drew Eden. Such confidence 
and trust calmed her. She wished she was 
so quick to have faith. “Have you seen our 
captor?” 

“Only vaguely. 1 could tell little through 
the windshield as | tried to escape being 
struck by the truck. | hit my head when | 
was forced off the road. When | awoke, | 
was here.” 

Eden eyed the woman, realizing who 
she was. The lady wore a black skirt and 
white blouse that was a little wrinkled. 
Where was the habit, the wimple? “Forced 
off the road. You’re Sister Marjo?” 

“Why, yes. How do you know of me?” 

“We were expecting you at Bluebird 
Ranch. I’m Eden Larson. My husband and 
| are counselors for the girls.” 

she took off her glasses and polished 
them on her skirt. “Then you’ve been tak- 
ing care of our Lacie.” 

“| have.” 

“What did you see when you were 
taken?” 

“| was drugged in the dark and saw 
nothing.” She could still smell the sicken- 
ing odor of the chemical and wished she 
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could have a sip of water. “Is there any- 
thing to drink?” 

“Let me get you water.” The nun went to 
a plastic jug by the door. 

A sleeve of cups was beside it. There 
was also a loaf of bread, a jar of Jif peanut 
butter, and a can of nuts beside it, but 
Eden wasn’t hungry. Her tongue wanted 
to stick to the roof of her mouth, so she 
drank the water greedily when the sister 
handed her the red cup. 

“Did you see him bring me in?” Eden 
asked after she drained the last drop. 

Sister Marjo shook her head. “I was 
sleeping, then heard the door shut. | found 
you on the floor just inside the door. | as- 
sume he dropped you inside.” 

“You carried me to the sofa?” 

The nun shuddered. “I couldn't let you 
lie on the floor. Spiders and scorpions.” 

Eden shivered too. “Thank you.” 

She peered around the dim space. The 
one-room cabin held only a battered table, 
the shredded sofa, and a bank of open cab- 
inets that were empty. The place smelled of 
dust and disuse. And mouse. 

“Where did you sleep?” 
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“| curled up on the table.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“It was nothing, my dear. | was quite 
comfortable.” 

Eden went to the boarded-up window 
on the wall by the door. She tried to slip 
her fingers under the board, but she 
couldn't even get her nail beneath it. “I 
think these haven't been up long.” 

Sister Marjo came to stand beside her. 
“| thought the same. They appear to be 
quite new.” 

Eden went to look into the old sink, lay- 
ered with cobwebs. “If we only had some- 
thing to pry them up with.” 

“| looked everywhere. There isn’t so 
much as a spoon.” 

Eden glanced to the door. “What about 
the peanut butter? How are you spreading 
it?” 

“| haven't so far. | assume he expects 
me to use my fingers, but there’s no way 
to wash so I’ve had a handful of nuts only. 
| didn’t want to contaminate the whole jar 
of peanut butter with my filthy hands.” 

No help there, then. “If there was even 
a stray nail,” she said. “It’s so dim in here. 
Can you tell what time of day it is?” 
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“| believe it’s morning. It was still dark a 
couple of hours ago, then the room began 
to lighten a bit.” She pointed to threads of 
sunshine coming in through cracks in the 
walls and the roof. “I don’t have a watch.” 

Eden was already feeling a bit claustro- 
phobic. She wanted out of here. If she had 
the nerve, she would crawl on her hands 
and feet along the floor and feel for any- 
thing that might be helpful. She slipped off 
her shoes and swept her stocking foot 
back and forth across the surface. 

When she heard something roll across 
the floor, she pounced on it. “It’s a nail!” 
she said, holding it aloft. Maybe they'd get 
out of here yet. She had to live, had to 
raise her daughter. 


ak 
The first board held fast to the wall. Eden’s 
initial high hopes began to fade when she 
couldn't pry the nail under the second board 
either. “| need something to hit it with,” she 
said. “Maybe the nut can’?” 
Sister Marjo ran to get it. “Here you go.” 
She handed it to Eden. 
Wedging the tip of the nail under the lip 


of the board, Eden smacked the head of — 


the nail with the can. “It’s under!” 
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She knocked it again and it slipped a 
tiny bit more. Little by little she drove the 
nail under the edge. 

“You need something to exert leverage 
now. The nail is too small to maneuver,” 
Sister Marjo said. She glanced around the 
room. “Let me see if | can get the table leg 
off.” 

She flipped the table on its side and be- 
gan to wiggle one of the legs. “It’s loosen- 
ing!” The leg clattered to the floor, and she 
brought it to Eden. “Push on the nail with 
this.” 

Eden wedged the edge of the nail into a 
crack in the end of the table leg and 
pushed on it. The board seemed to give a 
little. Patiently she repeated the movement 
SO many times she lost track. “I’ve got it!” 
she said when the board came up far 
enough that she was able to get the table 
leg under it. One more hard shove and 
she was able to wrench the board from 
the window. 

Sunlight streamed through the opening. 
There was no glass in the frame. 

The nun peered outside. “Any idea where 
we are?” 3 | 

Eden stared too. “Not really. | don’t see 
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any other houses or roads around.” Even 
if they got out of here, which direction 
should they head? “I think | can get the 
rest of these boards off now.” 

She grabbed the board she’d removed 
and used it as a fulcrum to pop the next 
board loose. Once it was out, she and Sis- 
ter Marjo might be able to squeeze through 
the window sideways. But once it was free, 
she decided to take another board out. 
Then the entire window was open to the el- 
ements. The heat poured in, and she wiped 
her brow. 

“You're very inventive, young lady,” the 
nun said. “Shall we get out of here?” 

Eden smiled. “I'll go first so | can help 
you out.” She put on her shoes. With one 
arm through the window, her shirt snagged 
on the rough wood, and she heard the 
material tear. Jerking it free, she managed 
to get outside the building. She could toss 
the blouse. 

“This should be fun.” The sister hiked 
up her skirt and put one leg through. 

Eden grabbed her arm and helped her 
onto what was left of a front porch. They 
were free! She turned and stared at the bar- 
ren hills. There was no sign of civilization in 
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any direction. No sound of tires on pave- 
ment. Only the caw of a crow overhead. 
The wind rustled through the cacti and 
grasses and made her feel alone and vul- 
nerable. A lone coyote cried somewhere 
in the distance and the sound raised the 
hair on the back of her head. 

“| can see you're frightened,” Sister 
Marjo said. “Don’t be. God sees us.” 

Eden knew that too, bui there was some- 
thing in the nun’s voice that was more con- 
fident than a platitude. “He talks to you?” 

“Not in audible words, but with impres- 
sions.” The nun put her hand on her chest. 
“| feel it here. And we should go that way.” 
She pointed to a distant desert peak. 

It wasn't the direction Eden would have 
picked. They would have to climb that peak. 
But somehow she trusted the other wom- 
an’s instincts. “Okay.” 

She and Sister Marjo set off across the 
sand. The hillside was nearly covered with 
cholla cacti, and she knew enough to pro- 
ceed carefully. Also known as the jumping 
cactus, just the slightest brush would have 
left their skin punctured with tiny needles. 
The sun beat down on their heads, and 
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she hadn't been gone from the cabin more 
than five minutes before perspiration trick- 
led down her back. 

They reached the top of the peak and 
stopped to catch their breath. The vista 
from here didn’t reveal any clearer idea of 
their location. “Now what?” she asked. 
Was she crazy for listening to a nun she 
didn’t even know? One who had never 
been here before either? 

Sister Marjo peered from behind her 
glasses. She took her time staring in all 
directions. “That way,” she said, indicating 
they should continue west. 

“You're the boss,” Eden said. 

They trudged down the slope and hit 
the flat desert, which seemed to stretch 
out for a hundred miles. Not a single cloud 
softened the brutality of the sun on their 
heads. Eden wished she had something 
to cover her arms. She was already begin- 
ning to burn. 

“We should have brought our water and 
food,” Sister Marjo said. 

Eden nearly groaned. “That was dumb,” 
she agreed. “I’m already getting thirsty. | 
guess | thought we couldn't be far from 
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help, but | was wrong. There are no ranches, 
no nothing, as far as | can see.” 

“God knows where we are, dear girl. 
‘Where can | go from Your Spirit? Or where 
can | flee from Your presence? If | ascend 
into heaven, You are there; if | make my 
bed in hell, behold, You are there.’” Sister 
Marjo smiled. “I love the 139th Psalm, don't 
you?” | 

A pang of longing clutched Eden's heart. 
Such confidence, such trust. If the nun’s 
faith were a bucket of water, Eden had only 
a drop of the same confidence. She wiped 
her forehead again and glanced around. 
This desert was similar to hell, but Eden 
kept the thought to herself. She set her 
sights on a patch of cactus in the far dis- 
tance. If they saw nothing by the time they 
reached that vista, she was turning back 
for the water. 


34 


EDEN HAD BEEN GONE ALL NIGHT AND ALL DAY. 
Clay leaned back in the saddle as he 
reached the ranch and wiped his forehead 
with a handkerchief. They’d found no sign 
of her. The sheriff had everyone in four 
counties looking for her and the nun. 

Allie came rushing down the steps from 
the porch. “Nothing?” 

“Not a sign.” He didn’t even try to hide 
his discouragement. “Has anyone else re- 
ported in?” 

“The sheriff called a few minutes ago. 
He’s found nothing yet. Zeke is still out. 
Della is taking care of all the kids.” 
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“Are the girls worried?” 

“We haven't told them, but | think they 
suspect something is wrong. They’re a lit- 
tle wild today,” Allie said. “Brendan is here.” 

Clay dismounted, and Buzz took the 
reins, then led the lathered horse away. 
“Where is he?” Clay started toward the 
house. 

“Getting a horse so he can help with the 
search. He and Rick are about to go out 
again. Rick came in half an hour ago to 
get a fresh mount.” 

Clay changed direction and followed AI- 
lie to the corral, where he found both men 
saddling horses. “Thanks for coming to 
help, Brendan,” he said. 

The other man pulled the cinch on the 
saddle. “I did some research on that Dan- 
iel character you mentioned,” he _ said. 
“He’s been gone from home for two days. 
No one seems to know where he is.” 

“You think he’s around here, that he 
took Eden?” The slimeball. Clay wanted 
to strangle him. 

“It’s a possibility.” Brendan stopped and 
glanced at Clay. “You look as scraggly as 
a coyote.” | 

“| haven't slept.” He’d tried for about an 
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hour, but his eyes had refused to close. 
“Anything else you’ve uncovered?” 

Brendan flipped the stirrup into place. 
“The ransom money in that suitcase. You 
put marked bills in it. Some of it surfaced.” 

Clay had checked for a while, but the 
money had never turned up. The last time 
he’d asked about it had been a year ago. 
“Where?” 

“In Bluebird. About six months ago.” 

That was a shocker. “Well before we 
came. But how do you connect Daniel to 
the money? And Bluebird?” 

Brendan finished saddling his horse. He 
put a boot in the stirrup and vaulted onto 
the horse. “I’m not. Just relaying what | 
found out.” 

Rick mounted his horse. “What about 
Santiago? Is he giving up any new leads?” 
He sneezed and the horse reared a bit, 
but he quieted the animal with a touch. 

Brendan leaned back in the saddle. “Still 
not talking. But I’m sure he’s connected, 
since you believe that his influence caused 
the attacks on Eden in the first place.” 

What about Daniel, though? Clay still 
thought Eden’s foster brother had some- 
thing to do with it. 


442 COLLEEN COBLE 


Rick glanced at his wife. “Rita back from 
town yet?” 

Allie pointed to the truck. “I just saw her 
pull into the drive. Why?” 

“| sent her after cold meds, and | could 
use a dose before | go out again.” He blew 
his nose, then put his hanky back. 

Allie called the cook as she got out of 
the truck. “Could you bring the medicine, 
Rita?” 

The young woman dug the box out of 
the bag, along with a bottle of water, and 
jogged toward them. “I was hoping you 
guys were here. There was a man asking 
about Bluebird Ranch when | got gas.” 

“What did he look like?” Clay asked. 
Maybe this was their break. 

“Young, maybe thirty.” 

“What did he say?” Rick asked, down- 
ing his pills with a gulp of water. 

“Asked the way to the ranch. He wanted 
to know if the Larsons were still here.” 

“What else can you tell us besides his 
age?” Clay asked. One of Santiago’s hench- 
men? 

Rita shifted the bag to her other hand. 
“Sandy brown hair. Horn-rimmed glasses. 
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Snappy dresser. | can’t remember the last 
time | saw a man with shoes that shiny.” 

A picture formed in Clay’s mind. Dan- 
iel had been missing for two days. Long 
enough to get here. “Daniel,” he said. “I'll 
bet it’s him.” 

“But if he’s just now asking how to get to 
the ranch, he can’t have Eden,” Allie said. 

“Unless it’s a ruse,” Brendan said. “I'd 
better talk to him.” 

“’m coming with you,” Clay said. 

“| don’t think either of you will have to go 
anywhere,’ Rita said, staring at the drive. 
“There he is now. | thought he'd likely be 
right behind me.” She started for the truck. 
“Pil let you handle this. | forgot milk after | 
heard this guy. | need to run back to town.” 

Clay watched the blue Chevy, obviously 
a rental, roll up the drive. He walked to- 
ward the vehicle as the door opened and 
Daniel got out. He hadn’t changed any 
since Clay last saw him five years ago. He 
still wore his hair slicked back. The plaid 
button-down shirt and the pants with the 
sharp crease completed the image of a 
man consumed with his image. 

Daniel’s expression was wary as Clay 
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stopped in front of him. “Clay,” he said. “I 
came to see Eden. |...1 started missing 
her and realized | don’t want her out of my 
life.” 

Clay wanted to grab him by the neck. 
“Like you don’t know where she is.” He 
was vaguely aware that Rick, Allie, and 
Brendan had stopped just behind him. 

Daniel’s eyes widened. “What are you 
talking about?” 

Clay took a step closer. “Where is she?” 
he yelled in the guy’s face. 

Comprehension dawned in Daniel’s 
eyes and he grinned. “You mean she’s left 
you already? | knew it would happen.” 

Clay clenched his fists. “She didn’t leave 
me. Someone took her.” He jabbed his fin- 
ger in Daniel’s chest. “I’m betting that 
someone is you. The sheriff has a few 
questions for you.” 

“What are you talking about?” Daniel held 
up his hands. “I just got to town.” He reached 
into his pocket and drew out a boarding 
pass. “See here? | flew into El Paso four 
hours ago. When did she go missing?” 

“Yesterday.” He didn’t trust anything this 
guy tried to say. Clay batted Daniel’s hand 
away. “| want to know where she is.” 
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The paper flew from Daniel’s hand. Rick 
caught it in the air. He opened it and stared. 
“He’s telling the truth, Clay. He just got to 
town. This is his flight information and the 
rental receipt for the car. There’s no way 
he was here last night when Eden went 


missing.” 


“You're serious?” Daniel asked. “Some- 
one really kidnapped Eden?” His voice 
rose. “What are you doing to find her? She’s 
been gone a whole day!” 


ak 

Her lips were as cracked as the dry river- 
bed they’d just crossed. Eden wasn’t sure 
how much longer she could keep going. 
Squinting at the sky, she realized it was 
midafternoon. They had been out here at 
least six hours. The point she’d been head- 
ing toward was farther than it looked. They 
should have turned around, but by the time 
she realized it, they'd gone so far that they 
decided to keep on. They thought they 
would find civilization soon. She missed 
Clay and the girls. The thought they might 
be in danger haunted her. 

“Let’s rest a minute,” she told Sister Marjo 
when they reached a spot where limestone 
cliffs streaked by erosion rose in the sky. 
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Several caves looked inviting, but she 
knew better than to crawl inside to escape 
the sun. They could harbor anything from 
bats to snakes. And scorpions and taran- 
tulas were almost a given. She dropped 
onto a nearby stone and wiped her fore- 
head. Her skin felt hot and tight. 

Sister Marjo still appeared to be doing 
all right. Her face was red and her fore- 
head moist, but she had retained her smile. 
She took off her glasses and polished 
them on her blouse, then perched them 
back on her nose before joining Eden on 
the rock. 

“Are you doing all right, beloved?” she 
asked, putting her hand on Eden’s arm. 

“Why do you call me beloved?” Eden 
asked. The sun stripped her of the inhibi- 
tion that had kept that question locked be- 
hind her teeth. “You barely know me.” 

The nun cupped Eden’s cheek in her 
hand. “Because you are God’s beloved.” 
She smiled when Eden shook her head. “I 
see from the hurt in your eyes you don’t 
believe it.” 

“| know he loves me, even though | don’t 
deserve it. But he sometimes lets his chil- 
dren die.” She hadn’t meant to say what 
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she was thinking. She didn’t want to 
frighten Sister Marjo, though she was be- 
ginning to think the woman would face a 
saber-toothed tiger with equal equanimity. 

The woman dropped her hand. “There 
is no death for a believer. Not really. There 
is only this life and eternity waiting.” 

Eden moved away from a lizard on the 
rock. “I want to raise my daughter. To love 
Clay. | don’t want to die out here. I’ve been 
asking God to let me live.” With every step, 
she’d pleaded with God for help to arrive. 

‘Jacob wrestled with God in the desert 
when he saw the ladder with angels as- 
cending and descending. Perhaps he 
brought you out here to do the same.” 

“Clay calls me Angel,” Eden said. 

“Messenger of God,” Sister Marjo said. 

“’m far from a messenger from God.” 

“We are all his messengers. We can 
choose to trust and let his love shine out 
of us, or we can let bitterness and disap- 
pointment steal our joy. It’s your choice.” 

Eden turned her head to stare at the 
limestone jutting into the sky. Choice. She 
didn’t have any choices. She hadn't cho- 
sen to be abandoned. She hadn’t chosen 
to have her daughter kidnapped. And she 
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certainly hadn’t chosen to die out here un- 
der the blazing sun. In spite of it all, she 
clung to her trust in God, but fear still coiled 
in the pit of her stomach. God had her in 
his hands, but there was no telling whether 
he might choose to take her to heaven to- 
day. 

The last time she’d been in church with 
Clay, the preacher had delivered a mes- 
sage about Job. The minister had said 
something about trusting God when all 
seemed lost, because he had a purpose 
in everything he allowed. She’d wondered 
what possible purpose God had for allow- 
ing them to be deprived of their daughter 
for five long years. 

Her vision became distorted. Was she 
dehydrated? She blinked as she saw a 
bird overhead that appeared as large as a 
pterodactyl. She huddled into a ball, hop- 
ing the bird didn’t see her. Her head spun 
as she seemed to shrink to the size of a 
mouse. It felt as though she were in a vor- 
tex, spinning faster and faster. She wanted 
to fling out her arms and grasp something 
solid, something she could trust to hold 
her steady. | 

lam here. 
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God’s voice wasn’t audible, not like the 
caw of the crow overhead, but she heard it 
in her heart. He had never gone anywhere. 
Who was she to question his ways, even if 
he let her die today? A verse came to 
mind. “Where were you when | laid the 
foundations of the earth?” 

“| can choose to trust,” she said aloud. 
Her voice seemed small and insignifi- 
cant, but her chest expanded with the 
words. Trust was hard for her. It always 
had been, probably because of being 
abandoned by her mother. She wanted to 
have the kind of faith Sister Marjo had, the 
kind Clay had. Her own seemed anemic 
by comparison. 

A hand pressed hers. God’s? Or Sister 
Marjo’s? She closed her eyes and toppled 
to the sand. The grit bit into her cheek, but 
she couldn't move. Was God looking at 
her? Seeing her distress the way he'd 
seen Hagar in the desert? Gradually her 
head quit spinning, and the nausea in her 
belly subsided. 

She sat up. The sun had sunk a bit 
lower in the sky. Her sense of having met 
with God remained. Maybe she would die 
out here, but if she did, Clay and Brianna 
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would be all right. She’d glimpsed a tiny bit 
of God’s power. 

Needing water desperately, she stag- 
gered to her feet. Sister Marjo was nowhere 
to be found. Had the nun wandered off? 

“Sister Marjo!” she screamed. The steps 
in the sand led toward the limestone cliffs, 
and Eden followed. 

She ducked under a rocky bridge and 
entered a small valley. The sound of water 
came to her ears. A small spring bubbled 
by a tall ocotillo. Sister Marjo crouched 
beside it with her hands cupped together. 

“Sister?” Eden said. 

The nun looked up. “You’re better! | was 
about to bring you some water,’ she said. 

This place was a tiny bit of paradise in 
the desert. Eden stumbled past green 
sage and a few desert wildflowers. “How 
did you find it?” 

“| heard the water.” 

There’d been no sound out by the rocks, 
but Eden didn’t argue. She knew the 
woman would claim God had told her. And 
maybe he had. She stooped and plunged 
her hands into the pool. Gulping the cool 
moisture greedily, she drank her fill, and 
her light-headedness began to subside. 
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“You're different,” Sister Marjo said, her 
gaze fastened on Eden’s face. 

Eden met her gaze. Of all the people 
who would believe she’d had an encoun- 
ter with God, it was this woman. “lI can 
trust now.” 

Sister Marjo’s face broadened. “You 
heard God’s voice.” 

“Maybe. | just know | have no control 
and never have had. | have tried to control 
everything about my life after my mother 
abandoned me. | realize now that all | can 
do is trust God.” Oh, how she wanted to 
see Clay’s face again. To tell Lacie she 
had a mommy and daddy who loved her. 
But that was not for her to decide. 


35 


EDEN AND SISTER MARJO SAT BY THE STREAM 
and rested. Eden dangled her hand in the 
water. The only thing lacking was shade, 
but the cool water made up for it. It was 
tempting to stay here and wait for some- 
one to find them, but it wasn’t going to 
happen. They’d stumbled in here by acci- 
dent, so the chances of someone else do- 
ing the same were remote. Once they 
rested, they had to decide what to do. 

“Tell me about your family,” Sister Marjo 
said. 

Eden smiled. “My husband is an air 
force photojournalist. He’s always off doc- 
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umenting stories of war and combat. He’s 
won a lot of awards.” 

“Out of the country?” 

“Yes, quite often. He loves what he 
does.” That e-mail. Would he leave again 
soon? “He’s talked about getting out of the 
military and becoming a ranger, but I’m not 
sure he will do it. He loves the excitement.” 

“And you have a daughter?” 

Eden stared into Sister Marjo’s kind 
eyes. This woman knew her daughter bet- 
ter than anyone. “My daughter was kid- 
napped when she was six weeks old.” She 
launched into the story and watched the 
nun’s eyes widen and fill with tears. 

The sister took a hankie from her sleeve 
and blew her nose. “I’m so sorry, beloved. 
You'll see her again someday.” 

“| already have.” Eden leaned forward, 
unsure how much to tell her. Something 
about the nun inspired confidence. “We 
found out one of the girls at the ranch was 
our Brianna. But we didn’t know which 
one, so we had DNA tests run. We just got 
the results. Lacie is our Brianna.” 

The nun gasped and put her hand to 
her chest. “M-My Lacie? You’re saying my 
Lacie is your daughter?” 
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“Yes.” Eden patted the nun’s hand be- 
fore she leaned back. “So you don’t have 
to worry about her anymore. We want you 
to stay part of her life, but I’m sure you are 
happy to know she has a mother and father 
who love her very much.” 

Sister Marjo took off her glasses and 
cleaned them. Her smile didn’t return. “I 
don’t know much about DNA tests, Eden. 
But | do know that what you are saying is 
impossible.” 

Eden’s eager smile faded. “I don’t un- 
derstand.” 

The sister replaced her glasses. “The 
story about her being left on the church 
steps? It’s not the full story. My niece is 
Lacie’s mother.” 

“Th-That’s impossible. The DNA test was 
very specific. Lacie was the only match.” 
Eden tried to think through how this could 
be. “Did you see your niece pregnant? 
Maybe she was involved in the kidnap- 
ping and passed Lacie off as her own 
child.” 

“No, dear. | delivered the child myself. | 
saw Lacie’s birth with my own two eyes.” 

Eden shook her head violently. “This 
doesn’t make any sense.” 
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“No. No, it doesn’t. But | can assure you 
that Lacie is no relation to you.” 

Eden’s fatigue fell away. “I have to tell 
Clay. We must figure this out. | think you 
and | should go back to the cabin. We can 
hide and watch to make sure the guy isn’t 
there. He’s got to have a vehicle. We can 
see the direction he came from.” 

“| think we're close to finding the road,” 
Sister Marjo said. “Just over the hill.” 

“We've been thinking that for hours.” 
Eden took a last gulp of water and stood, 
drying her hands on her pants. “But we’ve 
just wandered farther and farther. | don't 
think we can keep that up. Right now we're 
not lost, but if a wind kicks up we could be. 
All we have to do is follow our tracks back.” 

She set off toward the limestone bridge, 
the exit from their piece of paradise. She 
headed toward the opening, but a figure 
ducked under the limestone. It was Rita. 

Eden rushed toward her. “Rita! How did 
you find us?” 

The cook was in jeans and a long- 
sleeved cotton blouse. She had a knap- 
sack slung over one shoulder. “| saw your 
tracks at the cabin and followed them in 
the four-wheel drive.” 
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“You went to the cabin first?” 

Rita nodded. “I remembered it was out 
here. When no one could find you, | de- 
cided to check it out on my way back from 
town. | saw the boards missing and your 
footprints out across the desert, so | fol- 
lowed.” 

Eden’s hope that Clay was with her van- 
ished. “Is Clay all right? And the girls?” 

“Oh yes. Shannon took the girls with 
her. That big MacGowan place has enough 
employees to populate an army. Clay is 
out looking for you.” 

At teast the girls were safe. “] don’t sup- 
pose you have any food in that sack, do 
you?” Eden asked. “We’re famished.” 

The young woman smiled. “I sure do.” 
She dropped the satchel to the sand, then 
knelt and opened it. There was a jar of 
peanut butter and some bread inside. 
“This seemed the least likely to spoil,” she 
said. 

Jif peanut butter. Just like the food at 
the cabin. Eden told herself that millions of 
people used Jif. It meant nothing. “Thanks,” 
she said, taking the jar. “Do you have a 
knife?” | 

Rita's smile faded. “I didn’t think to bring 
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a knife. Use your finger. Your hands have 
been in the water.” 

Eden turned her back to Rita and went 
toward Sister Marjo. She and the nun ex- 
changed a long glance, and she knew the 
other woman was as uneasy as she was. 
Could it be just coincidence, or did Rita 
have something to do with all of this? She 
knelt and unscrewed the lid to the Jif, then 
smeared some on a piece of bread. The 
rich aroma made her mouth water. She 
handed the peanut butter and bag of bread 
to the nun, then licked her finger while Sis- 
ter Marjo made a sandwich of her own. 

Eden took her time eating the peanut 
butter and bread while she turned the facts 
around in her mind. The cabin was in the 
middle of nowhere, yet Rita had gone there 
to “check it out.” It sounded fishy. She 
leaned over the spring and took a long 
drink. 

She pasted a smile on her face, then 
stood and turned toward Rita. Her smile 
froze when Rita’s hand came up with a gun 
in it. “What’s this all about?” Eden asked. 

“| Knew you wouldn’t buy the story for 
long,” Rita said, her face calm. “Let’s go.” 

“Where are we going?” 
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The other woman’s smile was cold. “To 
a funeral. Yours.” 


aK 

There were few hours of daylight left. Clay 
urged his horse toward the ranch. He had 
to find Eden before darkness fell again. If 
he had to endure another night wondering 
about her fate, he would go crazy. But this 
horse was done in. He had to have a fresh 
mount. 

When he reached the corral, he dis- 
mounted and ran for the house. Maybe 
some news had come in while he was 
gone. His cell coverage had been nonex- 
istent out in the desert. “Allie!” he called. 

Allie stepped out onto the porch as he 
neared it. Her eager smile faded when she 
saw him. “I’d hoped you’d found her.” 

He sagged against the porch post. “No 
news?” 

“Nothing. Rick and Brendan just went 
out again, and of course the sheriff and 
his men are out. Julia came by. She 
brought you this.” She handed over an en- 
velope. “I think it’s the court-ordered re- 
sults on the DNA test. She said they would 
normally have mailed it, but she knew you 
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were eager so she took a look and ruled 
on it.” 

He ripped it open. If they had a court 
date, he could tell Eden when he saw her. 
And he would find her. He scanned the 
paper until a word brought him upright. 
DENIED. He read it again. 

“What’s wrong?” Allie asked. 

“This says there was no familial match 
with Lacie.” 

“That can't be right!” 

Clay glanced up at her. “Il have a DNA 
test that says differently. What’s the judge 
trying to pull here? Could she be blocking 
the proceedings for some reason?” 

“The sample collection was supervised 
and observed,” she said. “I don’t see how 
that’s possible. Could you have mixed up 
the samples you sent in?” 

“Eden and | did it together. We were 
very careful.” 

“You took them to the post office your- 
self?” 

He thought back, then shook his head. 
“No, Rita took them for me. She was going 
to town to buy stamps.” 

Allie frowned. “Speaking of Rita, she 
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never came back from the store, and she 
left hours ago.” 

Something screamed for Clay’s atten- 
tion, but he couldn't put his finger on what 
had made him so uneasy. “Have you tried 
to call her?” 

“Yes, but you know how spotty cell re- 
ception is out here.” 

“Wasn't she just going after milk?” 

“So she said.” Allie glanced at her watch. 
“It’s been four hours. Something has to be 
wrong.” 

Rita had taken the samples to the post 
office. And it was clear someone had 
switched the samples. “Could we check 
out her room?” 

“Check her room? | don’t understand. 
She’s just late.” 

“Maybe it’s more than that, Allie. | want 
to see her room.” 

Allie frowned. “I hate to invade her pri- 
vacy like that. Maybe she had a flat tire.” 

Clay wanted to know the truth. Now. 
“Think about it, Allie. It’s clear someone 
switched those samples. She’s the only 
one who had opportunity.” 

“But what could be the reason?” 
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“You tell me. How long has she been 
employed here?” 

Allie’s forehead wrinkled. “About six 
months | think. Yes, that’s right. Six months.” 

“Six months!” 

“Does that mean something to you?” 

“Brendan said the marked money from 
the kidnapping attempt showed up in Blue- 
bird six months ago.” 

She put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, 
that’s right!” Her lips pressed into a straight 
line. “All right, let’s check out her room.” 

He followed her into the house, nodding 
at Betsy and her little brother. “Where are 
the rest of the girls?” 

“Shannon came and took them for me. 
She and Gracie are organizing a sleepover 
together.” 

“Good. They shouldn't be witnessing all 
of this.” 

Allie stopped at a closed door at the 
end of the hall. “This is her room.” She 
tried the door and frowned. “It’s locked. 
No one locks stuff here.” 

“Do you have a key?” 

“Somewhere.” She thought a moment. 
“There’s a master on the ring by the back 
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door. Wait here.” She hurried back the way 
she’d come. 

Clay twisted the knob, but it didn't 
budge. None of this made sense to him. 
Unless Rita was in cahoots with the kid- 
napper. Maybe his girlfriend? 

Allie returned with the key ring in her 
hand, and he stepped out of the way. She 
fitted the key into the lock and twisted. “Got 
it.” She flipped the switch inside the door. 

He followed her into Rita’s room. It was 
smallish, with a double bed covered by a 
quilt. A dresser and chest of drawers were 
on either side of the bed. “Let’s start here,” 
he said, stepping to the dresser. He rifled 
through neat stacks of T-shirts, shorts, 
and socks. 

He held up a bottle of men’s cologne. 
“Does she have a boyfriend?” 

Allie sniffed it. “Not that | know of. Strange.” 

He dug farther into the drawer and 
pulled out a Cowboys T-shirt. “What the 
heck? I’ve been looking for this for over a 
week.” 

Allie’s eyes went wide. “It’s yours?” 

“Sure is.” He dropped the shirt and went 
to the last drawer. It held high school hl 
books and other documents. 
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A picture lay on top. He picked it up and 
stared. Rita looked to be about sixteen in 
the photo, but he was more interested in 
the boy who was beside her. “Holy cow, 
look at this. She’s beside Jose Santiago.” 
He flipped it over and read the back. “Rita 
and Jose Santiago.” He stared at Allie, 
who was rummaging in the drawer. “She’s 
related to Jose!” 

Allie was reading something else. 
“Here's her birth certificate. And passport. 
It’s not from the United States. She’s for- 
eign? She gave me citizen documentation 
before we hired her.” 

Clay opened the passport. “It’s Colom- 
bian. It says here her name is Rita Santi- 
ago. Jose’s sister?” 

Allie glanced at the birth certificate. “Her 
mother was Else Bjorn. Her father was 
Hector Santiago!” 

The strength went out of his knees and 
he sank onto a chair. “What if she blamed 
Eden for her mother’s situation?” 

Allie nodded. “It makes sense. And her 
mother was probably blond, so that’s why 
she doesn't look Hispanic. Even if she col- 
ored her hair, her skin is fair.” 

He rubbed his head, then began to flip 
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through the pile of yearbooks. Rita seemed 
to have attended several different schools. 
“Whoa, this is where | went to school,” he 
said when he reached the third one. “This 
is my senior yearbook.” 

Allie looked as puzzled as he felt. He 
flipped through the annual. “I don’t even 
know what I’m looking for.” 

“There are a couple of sticky tabs.” She 
took the yearbook from him and flipped to 
the yellow slips of paper. “Is this you?” 

He stared at the photography club page. 
A very young version of himself stood 
proudly holding an award he'd received for 
a photo documentary at the zoo. “Sure is.” 

She squinted at the people in the back- 
ground. “This young girl looks a little like 
Rita. Only she’s got brown hair in this pic- 
ture.” 

Clay studied the picture. “I vaguely re- 
member her. She was three years behind 
me in school. | noticed her hanging around 
a lot. My friends said she had a crush on 
me, but | don’t know if it was true or not. | 
never really spoke to her. She was just a 
kid. | never even knew her last name.” 

“Look here.” Allie pointed to handwriting 
on the edge of the page. “‘Your words are 
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my food, your breath my wine. You are ev- 
erything to me.—Sarah Bernhardt,” she 
read aloud. “There’s an arrow pointing to 
your face.” 

He wanted to shudder. “It’s a little creepy.” 

“It's a lot creepy. You don’t suppose 
she’s followed you all these years, do you?” 

“| think we'd better find out,” he said 
grimly. He took the yearbook from her and 
tucked it under his arm. “I'd better call the 
sheriff.” 


36 


THE STENCH OF MOUSE DROPPINGS AND DUST 
greeted them when Rita told Eden to open 
the door of the cabin. Darkness had fallen 
by the time they got back, but the truck 
headlamps kept them following the foot- 
steps in the sand. Eden had tried to ask 
her questions, but the woman had re- 
mained silent except for the occasional or- 
der to shut up. 

Eden stopped just inside the door. “You 
can’t kill me without telling me why.” 

Rita grabbed a lantern by the door and 
thrust it into Sister Marjo’s hands. “Light 
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it,” she said, indicating a box of matches 
on the floor. 

Eden watched the nun fumble with the 
matches before managing to get the lan- 
tern lit. Did Rita plan to leave them to die 
here in the cabin? She seemed to like fire. 
Eden prayed the woman didn’t intend to 
set the cabin afire. 

Sister Marjo adjusted the wick, then held 
the lantern aloft. “Where shall | put it?” 

Rita gestured with the gun. “The table is 
fine.” 

“Where are your cohorts?” Eden asked. 
“Are we waiting for them?” 

“He’s dead. All because of you.” Hatred 
laced her words, and her eyes spit venom. 

“The man in the car?” Eden couldn't fig- 
ure out the connection. 

“You've destroyed my life. First you took 
Clay. Then you made me lose my mother 
and my brother.” 

“The man who drowned in the car was 
your brother?” 

“Yes.” Rita shut the door behind her and 
gestured to the sofa. “Sit. Both of you.” 

Eden looked at the gun, then at the 
filthy sofa. There wasn’t a lot of choice. 
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Her discarded sweater was still here, so 
she laid it out and sat on it, perching gin- 
gerly on the cushion. Sister Marjo settled 
beside her as if she didn’t even notice the 
mouse droppings and stains. 

None of this made sense to her. Rita’s 
mother and brother? “I don’t understand.” 

“You will,” Rita said. 

“?’m not to blame for Jose’s death,” Eden 
said. “His greed was the cause of his 
death.” It suddenly hit her—Rita had to be 
her sister unless she and Jose had differ- 
ent fathers. 

“Shut up!” The other woman advanced 
two steps and waved the gun menacingly. 
“You knocked his car into the river. He 
didn’t have a chance. | don’t know what 
you were trying to do. Didn’t you care that 
you could have drowned your own daugh- 
ter?” 

“It was an accident.” Eden eyed the 
manic light in the woman’s eyes. Was she 
even sane? “I misjudged the distance, and 
the car skidded.” 

Rita’s eyes narrowed. “Il was watching. 
lt was deliberate.” 

“Why did you take my daughter? You 
didn’t even ask for that much ransom.” 
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“It was never about the money. She 
should have been mine.” 

“| don’t understand.” 

“Clay belongs to me. With you out of the 
way, we can be the family we were meant 
to be.” 

Though nothing she’d said made sense, 
Eden decided to humor her. “ls that why 
you lured us here? To kill me?” 

The woman smiled and stood taller, al- 
most preening. “I’ve seen the way Clay 
looks at me, talks to me. You're blind if you 
haven't noticed he wants me and not you. 
He'll be glad when you’re out of the way. 
You were never supposed to come with 
him.” 

Eden decided not to discuss the wom- 
an’s delusions about Clay for now. “How is 
this my fault?” 

The woman dug in her pocket and pulled 
out a tattered picture of a family. “We were 
so happy before you came into our lives.” 
She held it under Eden’s nose. “Now one 
is dead, the other is imprisoned in a men- 
tal hospital, and there is only me to avenge 
them all.” 

A much younger Hector Santiago stood 
with his arm around a beautiful blond 


470 COLLEEN COBLE 


woman. She had her hand on the shoul- 
der of a girl of about ten with light-brown 
hair and solemn blue eyes. Rita. Beside 
her stood a boy about a year or two older. 
He looked more like his father. 

“You're my sister?” Eden asked, unable 
to look away from the photo. No wonder 
Santiago had been unable to call Rita off. 
She was bent on revenge. “Why did you 
ask for money if you wanted revenge?” 

“It was my brother's idea. To lure you 
out so he could eliminate you for me. But 
you killed him! | hate you!” Rita aimed the 
gun at Eden’s head. 

Sister Marjo leaped between Eden and 
the gun. “My dear girl, think about what 
you're doing. Clay is a good man. He'll be 
torn up with guilt if you do this. You'll lose 
him forever.” 

The gun in Rita’s hand wavered. Her 
finger left the trigger. “Why did you have to 
get involved in this, Sister? This is not your 
concern.” 

The nun took a step closer. “I don’t be- 
lieve | had a choice. It was you who ran 
my car off the road and brought me here.” 

“Only so you wouldn't tell that Lacie 
wasn’t Brianna. | had no choice.” She nar- 
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rowed her eyes as she stared at the nun. 
“You told her, didn’t you?” 

“Yes,” Sister Marjo said, still blocking 
the path to Eden. 

Eden tugged at the sister’s hand, and 
the nun sat back down on the sofa. “Why 
didn’t you want me to know?” she asked 
Rita. : 

“It was too soon. | needed more time. 
Once Clay realized the results were wrong, 
he would have remembered that | was the 
only one who could have switched the 
samples. | couldn't let that happen.” 

“The results were wrong.” “How do you 
know Clay? He didn’t seem to recognize 
you.” Eden held her breath. Maybe that 
was the wrong thing to say. 

Rita shrugged but her lips tightened. 
“My hair is a different color. You know how 
men are. And I’ve changed since school. 
But he recognized me all right. That’s why 
he talked to me so often. He didn’t want to 
tell you, though. Not yet.” 

Rita must have generated these ex- 
cuses when Clay didn’t say anything about 
knowing her. Eden decided not to follow 
that train of thought any longer. “Where 
have you kept Brianna? If she should have 
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belonged to you, why is she being raised 
by foster parents?” 

“Her name is Madeline, not Brianna.” 
Rita’s eyes darkened. “It’s all my mother’s 
fault,” she spat. “She had to go and take 
an overdose. When she was put in the 
mental institution, the state took Madeline 
before | could get out myself. Pushy, nosy 
people.” 

Madeline. Her Brianna was Madeline. 
Eden wanted to live long enough to hold 
her daughter, to breathe in the scent of her 
hair. 

She soaked in what Rita had said about 
her mother. Hospitalized. Schizophrenia 
could run in families. This woman was ob- 
viously mentally ill, but Eden wasn’t edu- 
cated about the different illnesses. “Who 
was the woman who came to see Made- 
line? Clay met her.” 

“My mother. | had to stay in the house. 
She didn’t know | was there.” 

“She called herself Madeline’s mother.” 

Rita shrugged. “She had Madeline for 
three years while | was—away. She won’t 
be back. I’m sure my father has her stashed 
somewhere again.” She loaded the pea- 
nut butter and other items around the room 
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into a sack. “Can't leave any evidence,” 
she said. 

Eden’s stomach clenched. Evidence. 
Whatever Rita had planned wasn’t going 
to be good. 

Rita pointed the gun. “Enough talk. It’s 
time to go.” 

Eden nodded, trying to maintain an 
open, interested expression free of con- 
demnation. She had to save Sister Marjo 
somehow, but there was no reasoning with 
someone as delusional as Rita. 

“Where are we going, dear?” Sister 
Marjo asked. 

Rita smiled. “It has to look like an acci- 
dent. | Know just the place.” 

aK 
The helicopter rotors were so loud no one 
could hear a thing. Clay sat in the back 
with Shannon MacGowan’s husband, Jack. 
Rick was in the front seat with Michael 
Wayne, who was piloting the bird. Friends 
of Bluebird Ranch had scoured the desert 
by land and air, but it was dark now. And 
they'd seen nothing. Clay had berated 
himself for hours as they searched for a 
sign of the truck. Why hadn't he recog- 
nized Rita? He’d thought she reminded 
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him of someone but assumed it was an 
actor, that one who'd played Heidi. 

Michael glanced at Rick and made a 
cutting motion across his throat. They 
were heading back. Clay wanted to pro- 
test, but the chopper was running out of 
fuel. The helicopter banked and began to 
circle back the other way. 

Was his wife dead? He rejected the 
thought. She had to be all right. He had to 
find her. If they went back without her, he 
would get a horse and go back out. He 
couldn't rest until she was safe at home 
again. 

Desperate for some clue, Clay pressed 
his forehead against the window and stud- 
ied the dark landscape. Was that a light? 
He stared, willing it to come again. There. 
A dim glimmer, so faint it could have been 
a reflection of the moon off water. He 
tapped Michael’s shoulder and motioned 
for him to go down to take a look. 

The other man’s glance was compas- 
sionate, but he held up two fingers, mean- 
ing he'd circle for no more than a couple of 
minutes. The chopper dropped down 
closer to the desert. All the men pressed 
their noses to the glass and stared at the 
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dark ground beneath them. Clay knew the 
others had seen that glimmer when Rick 
pointed excitedly and Jack nodded. 

“Set it down!” Rick yelled over the sound 
of the rotors. 

Michael nodded and eased the helicop- 
ter onto its skids. The tail boom spun 
around until the cabin faced the light. Clay 
opened the door and jumped out, keeping 
his head down. The pulsating air nearly 
knocked him over. He didn’t wait for the 
other men but headed across the desert 
to a dark shape that appeared to be a 
cabin. The light came from an opening in 
one of the boarded-up windows. 

As he neared, he heard the engine wind- 
ing down on the chopper. The other men 
would be right behind him. He reached the 
front door in a few steps and shoved it 
open. A lantern was set on the table, its 
wick sputtering. His gaze swept the room, 
but it was empty. Whoever had been here 
hadn’t been gone long or the lantern would 
have burned out. 

Rick and the other men rushed into the 
cabin behind him. They stopped and no 
one said anything for a long moment. 
“Guess that’s it,” Michael said. 
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Clay stepped to the sofa. “I can’t figure it 
out. If this place is inhabited, why does it 
look like no one has been here in decades?” 
~ Rick snatched up the lantern and held it 
aloft. “You’re right. No one has lived here 
in years. But this lantern was lit?” 

“Yeah.” What was that on the sofa? 
“Bring that light here,” Clay said. As Rick 
neared with the lantern, he realized a navy 
sweater lay on the cushion. He snatched it 
up. “This is Eden’s!” 

“Are you sure?” Rick asked. 

“She had it on last night after the sun 
went down and the air cooled.” He held it 
to his nose. Beyond the smell of the sofa, 
he caught a whiff of Eden’s cologne. “It’s 
hers. She was here. And not long ago.” He 
strode to the door. “Bring that light with 
you. Let’s see if there are tire tracks.” 

Outside, the darkness was so vast that 
the lantern cast little light except in its im- 
mediate circle. Rick swept it back and 
forth. “There!” he said, pointing at his feet. 

Clay saw it too. “Tread marks.” He knelt 
and put his hand in one, as though it would 
make him nearer to Eden. “They have to 
be close. Can we get back in the air and 
look?” 
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Michael hesitated. “I’ve got only an hour’s 
worth of fuel left. | have to head back to my 
place in no more than half an hour or | 
won't make it.” 

Clay stood and brushed the sand from 
his hands. “Deal.” 

The men ran for the helicopter. The en- 
gine coughed to life and the whup-whup 
of the rotors began to drown out the des- 
ert’s night sounds. By the time they were 
airborne, Clay was ready to jump out of 
his skin. They’d missed Eden and her cap- 
tor by mere minutes, he was sure. He 
peered through the window, but the land- 
scape was dark. 

He realized the chopper was heading 
for the road. Tapping Michael on the shoul- 
der, he shook his head and screamed over 
the noise of the blades. “Go back over the 
desert. She won't risk driving on the road.” 

Michael nodded and the helicopter be- 
gan to bank to the right. As the craft soared 
low over the desert, Clay saw a moving 
light. “There it is!” He jabbed at the win- 
dow, then realized no one had noticed. He 
smacked Michael and Rick on their arms 
and pointed. “Down there!” 

Rick pointed and the helicopter picked 
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up speed to catch the vehicle. The twin 
beam headlights on the truck went out. 

“She’s seen us!” Clay shouted. How 

could they follow when the night was so 
black? Before he could ask the question, 
Rick flicked a switch and lights blazed down 
to the desert from the helicopter. “There it 
is!” 
Michael nodded, and the chopper 
dropped lower and sped up until it was 
right over the top of the truck. The lights 
shone into the cab, and he saw Eden’s 
face pressed against the passenger win- 
dow. Her face set and determined, Rita 
gripped the steering wheel with both hands. 
Her teeth were bared. He caught a glimpse 
of an older woman in the middle. Sister 
Marjo? 

How could they get the truck to stop? 
There wasn’t much fuel left in the helicop- 
ter. If Michael put it down in front of the 
truck, Rita would just go around it and 
keep on driving. They couldn't force the 
truck off the road because there was no 
road. 

“Take it down!” he yelled, his mind made 
up. When Michael complied, Clay thrust 
open his door and jumped. 


37 


IF NOT FOR SISTER MARJO, EDEN WOULD HAVE 
leaped from the truck speeding across the 
desert. But she couldn't leave the nun be- 
hind. The sound of the helicopter filled her 
head. It had to be Michael with Clay and 
the other men. Rescue was in sight. She 
could have clung to that hope if a mad- 
woman wasn't behind the wheel. 

A sudden thump jarred the truck. Eden 
whipped her head to look out the back 
window and saw Clay lying in the bottom 
of the truck bed. He got to his hands and 
feet and his gaze met hers. Seeing him 
gave her fresh courage. She had to help, 
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but how? The blinding light from the heli- 
copter grew dimmer as the chopper rose 
and fell back. 

Rita glanced in the rearview mirror and 
smiled. “Il knew he couldn’t stay away from 
me.” 

Eden glanced back and saw Clay crawil- 
ing toward the window. She unlatched the 
window and slid it open before Rita could 
stop her. 

“Stop the truck, Rita,” he said through 
the open window. “Let’s talk about this.” 

Rita smiled. “Not just yet, love. | have to 
take care of these women who are trying 
to keep us apart. Wait for me at the ranch. 
ll be back soon.” 

“| can’t go to the ranch unless you stop.” 

Rita frowned and shook her head, as 
though trying to think through the logic. “1 
guess that’s right.” She tromped on the 
brake, and Eden and the nun nearly went 
flying through the windshield. Eden 
grabbed the dash and hung on. The truck’s 
rear end slewed in the sand before com- 
ing to a stop. Rita switched off the engine. 
The tick of the motor beginning to cool 
was loud in the sudden silence. 
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Eden whipped her head around to make 
sure Clay was all right. He lay crumpled at 
the front of the bed. “Clay!” She thrust 
open her door and jumped out in spite of 
Rita’s grab at her arm. 

He stirred when Eden called his name. 
She put her foot on the tailgate and climbed 
into the bed. He had to be all right. She 
reached him and knelt by his head. Her 
fingers came away wet when she touched 
his forehead. Blood? It was too dark to 
see the color of the moisture, but the cop- 
pery odor was enough evidence. 

She looked up to see Rita bearing down 
on her. “He’s hurt,” Eden said. 

“Get away from my Clay,” Rita said 
through gritted teeth. “I'll take care of him. 
You’ve done enough.” She pointed her 
gun at Eden. 

“You nearly killed him!” Eden held her 
ground. She wasn’t leaving her husband. 

Clay stirred and moaned. He put his 
hand to his head, then struggled to sit. 
“What happened?” 

Eden helped him. “I think you hit your 
head.” 

“| said get away from him,” Rita ordered. 
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Eden flinched as a loud report came 
from the gun. A bullet slammed into the 
truck near her hand. “Okay, I’m leaving.” 

She scrambled away from Clay. At least 
Rita wasn’t going to hurt him. Once the 
woman’s back was turned, Eden might be 
able to wrestle the gun away from her. 

Rita climbed into the truck and knelt be- 
side Clay. “Can you stand, my darling?” 

“| think | need your help,” Clay said, his 
voice weak. “Can you lift me up, Rita? 
You'll need to put the gun down so | can 
take your hand.” 

Eden held her breath. Would the woman 
fall for it? She watched as Rita hesitated, 
then stuck the gun in her waistband. She 
put one arm around Clay’s waist and with 
the other took his arm and draped it around 
her neck. In a quick movement, Clay 
reached for the butt of the gun with his 
free hand and plucked it from her. He 
wheeled away, and Rita staggered back, 
then fell against the window of the cab. 

“Clay? What are you doing?” She got 
slowly to her feet. 

The gun was in Clay’s hand. He backed 
away, then jumped to the sand. “Get out of 
the truck, Rita.” 
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She was sobbing. “What are you doing, 
Clay? | did all of this for you. We can be 
together, you and me with Madeline. A real 
family.” She sank to her knees, holding 
herself. Rocking back and forth she began 
to keen, a noise filled with pain. 

In spite of all the woman had done, Eden 
wanted to go to her and comfort her. She 
started forward, but Clay’s arm shot out. 

“Don't,” he said. “She’s like a venomous 
snake. The minute you get too close, she'll 
strike.” He nodded to the cab. “How’s Sis- 
ter Marjo?” 

“She’s fine.” Eden sidled along the truck 
to the cab and glanced into the open door. 
The lights on the dash were still on. 

Sister Marjo sat placidly clutching a tiny 
New Testament in the wash of interior lights. 
“Finished, beloved? | didn’t want to interfere 
as the three of you made peace. Though | 
was praying, of course. God assured me he 
didn’t need my help on this one.” 

Eden held out her hand. “It’s all over. 
We can go home now.” Behind her she 
heard the sound of running feet. The rest 
of the rescuers had arrived. 

The nun closed her Bible and slipped it 
into the pocket of her skirt. She accepted 
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Eden’s hand and slid off the seat to the 
sand. “This has been an experience | don’t 
believe I'll ever forget,” she said. 

Eden hardly knew what to say to that. 
Kidnapped, imprisoned, lost in the desert, 
and nearly killed. It had been eventtul all 
right, but not the kind of event she ever 
wanted to repeat. She and the nun walked 
to the back of the truck as Rick and Mi- 
chael approached Rita. Michael spoke in 
a soothing voice and soon had Rita qui- 
eted. She wondered if he’d given her a 
sedative. 

Clay opened his arms, and she ran into 
them. Home. All that was missing was 
Madeline. 


aK 
The small group sat in the main house with 
a pot of coffee and a partially demolished 
plate of chocolate chip cookies on the cof- 
fee table. The sheriff's eyes were puffy with 
dark circles, and Eden wondered when 
he'd last slept. Even Brendan looked a little 
rumpled and worse for the wear. Daniel sat 
by Clay as if he was making an attempt to 
accept what he couldn't change. Eden 
could hear Sister Marjo on the porch with 
Lacie. They were singing “Jesus Loves Me.” 
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Eden needed a shower, but first she had 
to hear what Brendan had to say. “So Rita 
got out of the mental hospital six months 
ago, she said, “then planned to eliminate 
me so she could have Clay.” She glanced 
at her husband sitting beside her on the 
sofa. “Has anyone talked to her mother?” 

“She’s in an expensive mental hospital 
in El Paso,” Brendan said. “Paid for by 
Hector Santiago.” 

“But she was just here a week or so 
ago,” Clay said. 

Brendan nodded. “When Hector said 
he was working on fixing the problem, | 
believe he thought his wife was behind it 
all. He found out she’d been released and 
had his goons track her down and take 
her back to the hospital.” 

“What about Brianna?” Eden asked. 

“| sent one of my men to talk to Else. 
She showed him pictures of Brianna when 
she was a baby. Rita was holding her like 
a proud mother. Hang on, | have the pic- 
ture on my computer.” He clicked a few 
keys, then turned it around for her to see. 

Eden stared into the smiling face. No 
trace of the insanity in those blue eyes. 
Just proud motherly love. She shuddered. 
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“Anyone seeing her with the baby wouldn't 
have doubted anything.” 

“Nope.” Brendan shut the computer lid. 
“From what we can tell, she took good 
care of the baby, but she had an episode 
at the grocery store. She lost her temper 
and overturned a whole aisle of food, 
screaming and raving. They had her hos- 
pitalized for observation. She was diag- 
nosed as schizophrenic and committed 
until she was stabilized.” 

“How old was Brianna when this hap- 
pened?” Clay asked. 

“About two. Her mother cared for the 
baby after that until she had another epi- 
sode herself.” 

“Where have they lived? Not with Hec- 
tor?” Eden asked. 

Brendan shook his head. “Else left him 
when your mother told her about you. 
Hector gave her plenty of money and set 
her up on a ranch just west of here. | 
think he thought if she lived in a secluded 
spot, she'd be all right. And she was for a 
while.” 

“How old was Rita then?” 

“About fifteen. As near as | can tell, she 
went to school with Clay that one year and 
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became obsessed. When she found out 
he married her half sister, she had her first 
episode of mental illness. She was com- 
mitted for a year, then got out. It was then 
she decided to get revenge and took Bri- 
anna. She appears to have loved the girl. 
Then she had the episode | mentioned.” 

Eden leaned more tightly into the safety 
of Clay’s embrace. “We have to talk to 
Madeline. We're certain, right?” 

Brendan nodded. “The picture of Bri- 
anna at age two cinched it. | had it com- 
pared to pictures of Madeline and it was a 
match. No doubts at all. The courts will 
want to do the DNA matching probably, 
but you can be assured Madeline is your 
daughter.” 

“l want to tell her now,” Eden said, star- 
ing up at Clay. 

“All right.” His arm dropped away and 
he rose, offering her his hand. 

She took it and they walked to the door. 
“We'll be praying,” Allie called after her. 

Eden stopped and turned. “I'll take all 
the prayers we can get,’ she said, mean- 
ing it. “God is the only one who got me 
through this.” She saw Clay beginning to 
smile. Her friends too. 
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“What happened out there in the des- 
ert?” Clay asked as they walked back to- 
ward the bunkhouse. 

“I did a little wrestling,” she said. “God 
won.” 


38 


EDEN AND CLAY STEPPED INTO THE BUNK- 
house. Shannon glanced up from a book 
and smiled. Madeline was settled in the 
crook of her arm. “The girls are asleep ex- 
cept for Madeline here. She and | have 
been reading stories. Bible stories.” 

“The story is finished,” Madeline said. 
She closed the book. 

“Pll leave you all alone now.” Shannon 
winked at them, then planted a kiss on the 
little girl’s hair. “Remember what we talked 
about,” she whispered to the child. “Talk to 
you tomorrow.” 

When the screen door slammed behind 
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her, Eden glanced at Clay. Who was going 
to break the news? They hadn't dis- 
cussed it. 

Madeline’s eyes were big, as though 
she was picking up their tension. Eden 
wondered what Shannon had said to the 
little girl. There was a new softness in 
Madeline’s face. 

Clay cleared his throat. “Miss Eden and 
| have something to tell you.” He sat on the 
sofa beside her and lifted her to his lap. 

“Am | in trouble?” 

“Of course not. Why would you think 
that?” 

She shrugged. “Miss Shannon made 
me stay up. | thought | was going to be 
punished for being rude to Miss Eden.” 
Her face puckered. “I’m sorry, Miss Eden.” 
She began to cry. “Miss Shannon said 
God doesn't like me to be disrespectful.” 

“Honey, it’s okay.” Eden pulled her onto 
her lap, and the little girl buried her hot 
face against Eden’s chest. “I thought you 
were still mad at me about something. Want 
to tell me about it?” 

The child nodded, her face still buried. 
“| thought you liked India better. | wanted 
you to love me.” 
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Eden pressed a kiss against Madeline’s 
hair. “I love you so much, honey. We have 
something very special to tell you, sweet- 
heart. Stop crying and look at me.” She 
pushed Madeline’s head away and wiped 
her face with her palms. “We came here to 
find you.” 

Madeline’s eyes widened. She swiped 
at her face. “Find me? Was | lost?” 

It amazed Eden that they were here in 
this place about to tell their daughter the 
story. Thank you, God. She swallowed the 
lump in her throat. “Yes. Yes, you were 
very lost. And we were lost without you.” 

“I’m going to tell you a story about a 
princess, honey,” Clay put in. “Once upon 
a time there was a king and his queen. 
They had a baby girl they named Brianna.” 

“| like that name,” Madeline said, her 
eyes fastened on his face. 

“A wicked witch took the baby and told 
the king and queen that their baby had 
died.” 

Madeline’s lip came out. “I don’t like sad 
stories.” She laid her head on Eden's chest. 

“This story has the very best ending,” 
he assured her. “Anyway, when the baby 
got bigger, the king found out that the 
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wicked witch had lied. Their baby wasn’t 
dead. She’d just been hidden away. All 
they had to do was find her and they would 
be a family again.” 

“Did they find her?” 

“They did. We did. You are Brianna, 
Madeline.” His voice thickened, and he 
swallowed hard before continuing. “A long 
time ago, someone took you away from us, 
but we found out where you were and 
came to find you. You are our very own lit- 
tle girl.” His eyes were wet. “And we're here 
to take you home with us.” 

Madeline’s mouth gaped. Eden couldn't 
stop the tears from flowing. She hugged 
her daughter to her and kissed her cheek. 
“We've found you, honey. You’re ours and 
we're never letting you go again.” 

Madeline’s arms crept around her neck. 
“Is this a real story?” 

“It’s very real.” Eden glanced at Clay 
and saw his cheeks were wet too. 

He embraced them both. “You are our 
daughter, honey. We’ve searched the 
whole earth for you.” 

“So you're going to adopt me?” 

“We don't have to adopt you,” Eden 
said. “I carried you in my tummy.” 7 
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“For real?” 

“Pinkie swear,’ Eden said, holding up 
her little finger. 

Madeline’s tears dried up. “Can | call 
you Mommy?” She glanced at Clay. “And 
Daddy?” 

“Forever and ever,” Clay said. He picked 
her up and danced around the room with 
her. 

Eden’s heart was so full she almost 
couldn’t bear it. She joined Clay and Mad- 
eline. He put an arm around her, and the 
three of them stood in a tight embrace. 

“Wait until the other girls hear this story,” 
Madeline said. Her eyes were drooping, 
and she put her head on Clay’s shoulder. 

Clay grinned at Eden. “Too much ex- 
citement.” 

“| know the feeling,” she whispered. “I’m 
tired too. But happy. So happy.” 

His eyes filled, and he kissed her, then 
walked around the room with Madeline. He 
hummed a few bars of “Amazing Grace.” 

The little girl’s eyes closed, and her 
breathing deepened. Eden watched the 
perfect trust as their daughter slept in 
her daddy’s arms. 

“She’s out,” Eden whispered. She went 
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before them down the hall and opened the 
bedroom door. 

Clay placed the sleeping child into her 
bed, and they kissed her cheek, then stood 
in the doorway and watched the sleeping 
girls before backing out of the room. Eden’s 
heart welled as she looked at the faces of 
“her” girls. How could she bear to leave 
them? 

Clay put his finger to his lips and led her 
down the hall. When they reached their 
room, he shut the door and leaned on it. 
“There’s something else, Eden,” he said. 

His tone filled her with dread. “I know. | 
saw the e-mail. You’re going out again.” 
She didn’t want to be that old Eden. The 
one who pouted and cried at the thought 
of being left alone. She had changed. “As 
long as you come back, we'll be okay.” 

He shook his head. “That’s not it. | al- 
ready turned in my resignation.” 

she gasped. “Y-You’re not going?” 

“Nope. You have to put up with me.” 

“Then what’s the problem?” 

“What about the other girls?” 

“What do you mean?” His voice was so 
intense, and she wondered if he felt the 
same way she did. 
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“How would you feel about adopting all 
of them? Except Paige, of course. It wouldn't 
be fair since she has a family who loves 
her.” 

“You mean, we’d have four little girls?” 
She struggled to wrap her mind around it. 
It had been a secret dream of hers. When- 
ever she thought about separating the girls, 
her mind closed down and all she could 
see was the six of them around the dinner 
table together. Playing Candyland. Laugh- 
ing and loving. 

“Could you do it?” | 

She leaped into his arms and smoth- 
ered his face with kisses. He reeled around 
the room and they fell onto the bed. “Yes, 
yes, yes! | didn’t think you’d even consider 
something this drastic. We'll have a very 
full house,” she warned. “And it will be ex- 
pensive to raise four kids.” 

He hugged her close. “Maybe more if 
the Lord blesses us with another child or 
two. Maybe a boy this time. Oh, and one 
other thing.” 

“You want to adopt the whole world?” 
She laughed and snuggled closer. 

“1 want to continue to work here at the 
ranch. They can’t pay much, but we already 
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have enough. Our place isn’t far. | could 
build another dorm there and expand the 
work here.” 

Her vision swam as her eyes filled. “I 
can't think of anything | would like more.” 

He lowered his lips to hers, and Eden 
found all thought fleeing. God was giving 
her paradise. 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


| JUST CELEBRATED EIGHT YEARS WITH MY 
Thomas Nelson team—truly my dream 
team! Publisher Allen Arnold (I call him 
Superman) changed everything when he 
came on board. Everyone in the industry 
loves him—including me! Senior Acquisi- 
tions Editor Ami McConnell (my dear 
friend and cheerleader) has an eye for 
character and theme like no one | know. | 
crave her analytical eye and love her 
heart. She’s truly like a daughter to me. 
Marketing Manager Eric Mullett brings 
fabulous ideas to the table. Publicist Ka- 
tie Bond is always willing to listen to my 
harebrained ideas. Fabulous cover guru 
Kristen Vasgaard (you so rock!) works hard 
to create the perfect cover—and does it. 
And of course | can’t forget my other friends 
who are all part of my amazing fiction 


498 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


family: Natalie Hanemann, Amanda Bos- 
tic, Becky Monds, Ashley Schneider, Jodi 
Hughes, Ruthie Dean, Heather McCul- 
loch, Dean Arvidson, and Kathy Caraba- 
jal. | wish | could name all the great folks 
who work on selling my books through 
different venues at Thomas Nelson. Hear- 
ing “well done” from you all is my motiva- 
tion every day. 

Erin Healy has edited all of my Thomas 
Nelson books except one, and she is such 
an integral part of the team. Her ideas al- 
ways make the book better, and she’s a 
fabulous writer in her own right. If you 
haven't read her yet, be sure to pick up 
Never Let You Go, The Promises She 
Keeps, and The Baker’s Wife. 

My agent, Karen Solem, has helped 
shape my career in many ways, and that 
includes kicking an idea to the curb when 
necessary. Thanks, Karen, you’re the 
best! 

Writing can be a lonely business, but 
God has blessed me with great writing 
friends and critique partners. Hannah AI- 
exander (Cheryl Hodde), Kristin Billerbeck, 
Diann Hunt, and Denise Hunter make up 
the Girls Write Out squad (www.GirlsWrite 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 499 


Out.blogspot.com). | couldn't make it 
through a day without my peeps! Thanks 
to all of you for the work you do on my be- 
half, and for your friendship. | had great 
brainstorming help for this book in Robin 
Caroll. Thank you, friends! 

I'm so grateful for my husband, Dave, 
who carts me around from city to city, 
washes towels, and chases down dinner 
without complaint. As | type this, today is 
the first day of his retirement. Now he will 
have more time for those things—and 
more. Thanks, honey! | couldn't do any- 
thing without you. My kids—Dave, Kara 
(and now Donna and Mark)—and my 
grandsons, James and Jorden Packer, 
love and support me in every way possible. 
Love you guys! Donna and Dave brought 
me the delight of my life—our little grand- 
daughter, Alexa! This year at Christmas 
she was interested in watching her Mimi 
sign copies for her daddy to give away. 
When | told her that Mimi wrote the 
books, I’m sure | saw shock in her face. 
Okay, maybe I’m reading too much into 
her little two-year-old mind, but she will 
soon understand what her Mimi does for 
a living. 


900 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


Most importantly, | give my thanks to 
God, who has opened such amazing doors 
for me and makes the journey a golden 
one. 


READING GROUP GUIDE 


cee, 


. It's said a child’s early experiences 
shape their personality when they’re 
grown. What experience do you 
think was most instrumental in 
shaping Eden? 

2. Losing a child is one of the hardest 
things a marriage can suffer. What 
could Eden and Clay have done to 
have been able to get through the 
pain of losing Brianna? 

3. Clay never gave up on finding 

Brianna. Why do you think he was 

so steadfast? 
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READING GROUP GUIDE 


. What was the base problem in Eden 


and Clay’s marriage? 


. At first Eden was determined to 


preserve her perfect image. Why do 
you think what other people thought 
mattered so much to her? 


. Why do you think Clay never got rid 


of his childhood home? 


. Why do you think God allows pain 


in our lives? 


. Why does God allow bad things to 


happen to good people? 


y Sy 
- 7 * 

i tae | 
some” 4 \ | : 


Nottoway County Li 
400 Tyler Street 
Crewe, VA 23930 


(continued from front flap) 


each other. But danger is closing 
in—Eden, Clay, and their young 
charges are in jeopardy. As they 
fight to save their family, Eden 
realizes that God has been fighting 
for them all along. And His plans 
are for a more abundant life than 
they’ve dared to hope. 
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